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PROLOGUE 
by J-B.P. 

I was staying at Askrigg in Wcnsleydale, where I had gone 
to ramble and to do some painting. It was laic September, not 
a good time except in a lucky year, for cold dark rain was already 
driving down the dale. I had not been up there more than a 
couple of hours before I learnt that Richard Herncastle, the 
watercolour painter, was now living in Askrigg, in a house made 
out of two farm cottages, above tlw village, just off the road to 
Rcoth and Swaledale. He was not on the telephone yet, but 
they told me at die pub I would find him in- he was n n* almost 
crippled by arthritis — so after dinner I walked up there, 10 find, 
much to my relief, two long low windows shining through the 
rain and darkness. 

lli-ineastle w ? as no stranger or I would have not dropped in 
on him so casually. In the later 1050s I had called on him 
twic e in his studio at Glassing ton, and each rime 1 had bought 
-<\ci.tl of his watercolouis of the Dales. All aie good, and 
two of them, triumphant glimpses of the limestone country in 
l ppei Wharfedalc, exquisite in their Inoadly washed tones, 
seem to me masterpieces. Indeed, for this North-country land- 
scapc, Ilemcastle at fi's b st is at 1< aat the equal of any water- 
colourist we have had since John Sell Cotman. I admired the 
work and liked the man, so whatever the years might have done 
to him, I was looking foiAairi to meeting him again. On the 
way up there I W'as trying to work out his age, and concluded 
that he must be in his eaily seventies. 

After a longish wait and some fumbling behind the door, i< 
was opened by a man I woidd never l - «vc recognise d as Ilern- 
castle il I had not known he was there. He had been a rather 
handsome upstanding fellow even when nearing his fifties; now 
he had shrunk, was bent, and had grown a beard. 

"Herncastle,' I said, "you remember me— Priestley?’ 

‘Why of course. Come in, come in.’ 
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While I was taking off my raincoat, I told him how I came 
to be in Askrigg and had heaid he was living in this house; 
then I follow ed him along a passage into a long, low-ceilingcd 
room, filled with pictures, prints, books; and wc settled our- 
selves in front of a wood file. 

‘I’m here on my own just now,’ he said. ‘My wife’s staying 
in London with our mariied daughter, and the woman who 
comes in to look after me goes home at five. And this damned 
aithritis slows me down. Half the time I go fumbling aiound 
like a man of ninety.’ 

‘How about work?’ 

‘Off and on. Sometimes I know what I’m doing with a 
brush, sometimes i don’t. And then I’m haid to live with — 
best left alone.’ He gave me a grin then, and I noticed what 
I ought to have remembered about him, that lie had eyes of an 
unusually clear blue, not pale a 5 , such eves often aie, in the 
North German and Scandinavian style, but at hast as chep as 
cerulean. It ciosstd mv mind then -and tins is important 
because of what follows these inti oduc lory t< mark'*— that in 
his youth he must have bun uncommonly good-looking. 

Duiing the next half bom or so we drank a little whisky, 
smoke cl oui pipes, and in an ildcilv i unibling fadiion exchanged 
news of what we w'ere doing or trung to do. One thing pleased 
him. \ publisher I knew wa-> doing a book on his work, with 
a dozen big colour plat* s and thirty to foitv black-and-white 
reproductions, and some young man I did not know had ucailv 
finished a biographical and cntic al text foi it. But the \ needed 
an appreciative Introduction, and ah each both He incastle 
and the publisher had discussed the possibility of asking me to 
do it. 

‘Now I’ll admit it, J.B.,’ he said, shouting a bit, like a good 
Voikshiic man, to cover Ins shyness, ‘I've got you here and 
now I’m rushing you — eli? Dirty woik.’ 

‘No, I*il be very glad to do it. I’ve wanted a chance to say 
what I feel about your woik. So that’s settled. By the way, 
have you been doing some writing yomsclf?’ I pointed to the 
near end of a long woik-table. Theie were notebooks and a 








lot of odd sheets on it, and a tape recorder and quite a pile 
of spool*. 

He looked embarrassed, cleared his throat, then said nothing, 
so that I was about to change the subject when at last he did 
reply. 

‘You imagine I've always been a painter, don’t you?’ 

‘No, I don’t,’ I said slowly, trying to remember. ‘I have a 
vague idea that before the First War you were doing office 
work in the w'ool trade, just as I was. It must have been some- 
thing you said at Grassington.’ 

Now he grinned and pointed his pipestem at me. ‘I was for 
a bit. At the West Bruddersford Spinners. But after that, and 
before I joined up in the w r ar, I was on the variety stage — ’ 

‘Good God!- ’ 

‘I thought that’ud shake you. Well, I was. Toured all over. 
And that’s where the writing comes in. Have you noticed the 
way the past comes curving back to you, as if you weren’t 
getting tint her and further away from it but coming nearer to 
some of it?* He stared anxiously at me. 

‘I have, though I’ve also noticed that it doesn’t seem to 
happen to everybody — ' 

‘ ’I hat’s light, that's light. Oh— I'm glad to hear you say 
that. To tell you the truth, I was beginning to wonder if there 
w 01 e something peculiar about me. For instance, my wife 
doesn't hel it. You’d hink a woman might, but she doesn’t. 
The past is dead and done with — except for a few romantic- 
sentimental bits---as far as sh< 's concerned. She doesn’t sud- 
denly tente it the way I do. Well, I've talked so math, the last 
ytwr or two, about that time when 1 w-as in Variety, she in- 
sisted I must gf t it down in writing — or if I didn't feel I could 
write, then I’d better talk it into that tape recorder. So that’s 
what I've been up to.’ 

‘And how's it going?’ 

‘I've about given it up. It’s a proper bloody mess. I’m 
living to do what I can’t do. Some of it comes out right, just 
as it happened — now and again I’ve surprised myself — but 
then I lose it again or botch it up.’ Slowly and rather shakily 
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he began to put some more wood on the fire, and took the 
opportunity of talking to me without looking at me. ‘If we’re 
in for a few wet days — and I fancy we arc — perhaps you wouldn’t 
mind, just to pass the time, reading what I’ve written and taking 
this recorder and these spools to listen to what I’ve talked into 
’em. Or is that asking too much?’ 

It wasn’t. And the dale was lost in the rain day after day. 
I listened to his recordings, afterwards sending them to a 
stenographer; I read what he had written, including many 
pages of fragmentary notes, about which I closely questioned 
him, making my own notes; and we spent four afternoons and 
evenings filling the gaps in his narrative. The result is what 
follows in this book. It is Richard Herncastle’s story, not mine. 
If there are passages here and there that sound more like me 
than like him, that is because in these places I had to enlarge 
upon what he had found hard to express at all; but in every 
instance he agreed with what I had finally set down. (We 
corresponded at some length, of course, after I had left Askrigg.) 
Fortunately, our temperaments and outlooks are not dissimilar, 
in spite of some obvious superficial differences. It was left to 
me to organise and translate this untidy mass of experience, 
remembered after half a century, into a fairly smooth auto- 
biographical narrative. I admit that some of the writing is not 
his but mine, whether it is bridging the original gaps or 
attempting to capture ter tain heightened moments; but, I must 
say again.it is not my story but his - being a first-person account 
of an enrlv passage in the life of Richard Hcrncastle, C.B.E., 
A.R.A., R.W.S., watercolour painter but onetime assistant 
to an illusionist on the variety stage. 
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To explain how my Uncle Nick asked me to join him, I have 
to go back to my mother’s funeral. This was late in October, 
1913. It was a raw day up at Noith Top cemetery, with not 
much light about; we looked like a lot of figures in an old wood 
engraving. It was a kind of Christmas gone mad, because so 
many of the other mourners were ancient relatives I never saw 
except at Christmas, gieat-aunts with huge clicking sets of false 
teeth and accents so broad, with so many dialect words, they 
might have been talking a foreign language. I remember I felt 
nothing but the cold and a vague sense of depr< ssion. My 
mother had died after foui months in the Infirmary, worn almost 
to a skeleton by the cancer that had been eating her alive, and 
after seeing her so often like that, only wanting to be released, 
1 had no feeling left for her death and burial. But I was not 
enjoying myself, as the ancient relatives soon began to do after 
the coffin had vanished and thev had dried their eyes. My Aunt 
Mary, mother’s only sister, was providing the ham and tongue 
and tea with a drop of rum in it; and I was wondering how' 
soon I could escape fiom the rattle and chatter. Then I saw 
Uncle Nick, who had hardly spoken a word and had been 
looking disgusted, get up and beckon me to follow him out. I 
muttered something to Aunt Mary, and then went after him. 

‘You don’t want to stay with that lot, do you, lad?’ He was 
climbing into the longest and thickest overcoat I had ever seen. 

‘No, I don’t, UnUe Nick. I was wondering how to get away.’ 

‘You come with me. I want to talk to you anyhow.’ He 
jammed on his head something rarely seen in the provinces in 
those davs — a black trilbv. ‘We’ll run dowm to the Great 
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Northern. I need a chink. And one wouldu’t do you any harm, 
lad.’ 

It was only the middle of the afternoon, but bars were open 
all day then. I liked the idea of sitting in the Great Northern 
having a drink with Uncle Nick, especially at that time of day 
when 1 ought to have been staring at a ledger in the West 
Bruddersfoi '1 Spinners’ office. I followed him eagerly into his 
motor-car, which was all new and shining and, he explained 
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proudly, had just been delivered to him from France. It was 
the third car he had owned, and he said he could drive it, even 
though it was new, as well as any chauffeur. On the way down 
to the Great Northern he was busy dodging the trams and the 
big horse-drawn drays, so he hardly spoke. But once inside the 
bar, leathery but cosy, and empty except for two wool men 
arguing about merinos and crossbreds and getting sozzled, he 
was a different man, easy and relaxed. 

The oldish waiter recognised him at once. ‘Mr Ollanton, 
isn’t it? Not on here this week, are you? No, I thought not.’ 

‘Manchester,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘And I won’t have to be 
too long starting to motor back there. So let’s have a bottle of 
Pol Roger sec in an ice bucket, sharp as you can.’ He turned to 
me. ‘Never drink anything except champagne. It’s not showing 
oil'. I like champagne, and it likes me. If and when I can't 
afford champagne, I’ll drink nothing. Caic for a cigar, lad?’ 

‘No, thanks, Uncle Nick. I’ll stick to my pipe, if you don't 
mind.’ 

I watched him cut and then light his cigar, which he did 
slowly and carefully, with a sort of preeision that w r as very 
characteristic of him, I realised. Not that I knew him veiy well, 
though he was my mother’s only brother. I hadn’t seen much 
of him before he went on the stage, chiefly because he and my 
father didn’t like each other; and then for the last ten years he 
had been touring in variety, not only in this country but also in 
America and on the Continent, for his Indian Magician act, 
not depending on language, could be played anywhere. After 
my lather died, when 1 was fifteen, I had seen him several times 
as Ganga Dun , his stage name and suggested of course by 
Kipling’s Guttga Din, because whenever he was appearing in 
Leeds or Bradford he always sent mother and me passes for the 
stalls. These were nearly always for the first house, so that w r lien 
we went round to see him he would be still in his Indian 
make-up, and I had hardly ever seen him without it. Now r I 
looked hard at him. 

He was tallish, thin, and very dark, with a hooked nose and 
a slight cast in his eyes that gave him a sinister look, which I 
think he cultivated. His real name was Albert Edward Ollan- 
ton, but he had been known as Nick long before he went on 
the stage; even my mother, who had clung to Albert Edward, 
had had to let go of them; and to me he had always been 
Uncle Nick. 
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When the waiter had poured out the champagne, Uncle Nick 
said to him, ‘Don’t go for a minute. Give you a free show. Got a 
ha’penny, one of you?’ I had, and produced it. ‘Right, lad, 
now mark it so you’ll know it again. That’ll do. Now give it 
to me.’ 

He put it in his right-hand coat pocket, and then, only a 
moment later, brought out a small metal box, which he placed 
carefully on the table between us. ‘Now watch.’ lie opened 
the metal box and took out of it a match-box, which had several 
elastic bands round it. When he had taken these olf, he opened 
the match-box and showed us a tiny silk bag, sealed by very 
small elastic bands. ‘Now you open that bag, lad.’ I did, and of 
course inside it was my ha’penny. 

‘That’s clever,’ cried the waiter. ‘Mv word, that is clever, 
Mr OJ lan ton.’ 

‘I’ve dozens o r ’em,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘Only thiig that 
amuses me nowadays —miniature pocket tricks. But the show's 
over — and I want to talk to this nephew of mine, so olf you 
pop. We’ll take a diink fust, though,’ he added, to me. 

I didn’t like the champagne, which seemed to me to have 
a metallic sort of taste and also stung the inside of my nose, but 
1 pretended to be enjoying it and gunned acioss at Uncle 
Nick, who was now' staring at me in his saturnine fashion. I 
don’t often come across stage people nowadays, and when I do 
they look like anybody else; but in 1913 they seemed like speci- 
mens of an alien race. The men at least had a carious sallow- 
shiny look and their eyes we>e dark-rimmed as if they couldn’t 
get rid of the black on their eyelashes; and this made my 
uncle all the more Ni( kish and sinister. It would be too much to 
say he frightened nrc- after all, h*‘ was my uncle— but it w'as no 
joke being stared at by him across a table, and I couldn’t 
imagine myself disagreeing sharply with anything he might say. 

‘Now, Richard lad, I want to know how you stand — what 
you’re doing — what you’d like to be doing. Just tell me straight. 
No fancy work. Atrd short as you can make it because I haven’t 
all that time.’ 

‘I want to be a painter, Uncle Nick — walercolours mostly. 
And if my father hadn’t died, I was going to the Art School. 
But as it happened — ’ 

‘You’re a clerk in an office — ’ 

‘Yes, they gave me a job because my father had been 
cashier there. I’m getting twenty-two-and-six a week now — ’ 
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‘But you don’t like it — ' 

*1 hate it. But what could I do? I’ve been going to some 
evening classes at the Art School, and I do some sketching on 
Saturday afternoons and Sundays — ’ 

‘Yes, yes, yes.’ Uncle Nick waved his cigar between us. 
‘Your mother needed the money and you did what you could. 
You’re a decent lad, Richard.* 

‘You helped too, Uncle Nick.’ 

‘Ah — you knew that, did you? Well, she could have had 
more, if she’d wanted it, but you know how she was. Now let’s 
see how you stand, Richard. Your mother’s gone — you earn 
twenty-two-and-six pen-pushing — and you’ve got no gill 
expecting you to marry her, have you, lad? No? Good! Well, 
you can have a job with me at five pounds a week.’ 

‘Five pounds a week!’ I couldn’t believe it. I had never seen 
myself earning five pounds a week for years and years. It seemed 
a lot of money then. I knew chaps who lived the life of rollicking 
men-about-town on far less than five pounds a week. ‘But what 
could I do that would be worth so much? ’ 

Uncle Nick stared at me almost malevolently. ‘Don’t get 
w’rong ideas. This is business, lad. You’ll earn your money, 
though you’ll be free in the daytime to do your painting. 
I’m paying you exaetly what I’ve been paying the young man 
whose place you’ll take. He’s leaving — going into the fish-and- 
chip trade with his older brother in Sheffield — and that’s all 
right to me because he’s such a miserable empty-headed young 
bugger I could never spend ten minutes talking to him. You 
might be a bit of company for me. Or am I wiong?’ He didn’t 
smile, but just looked hard at me. 

‘I hope not, Uncle Nick.’ I tried to give him a smile. ‘But 
what would I have to do? And could I do it? I don’t know any- 
thing about conjuring.’ 

‘Don’t talk silly, lad. I never said anything about conjuring. 
You’ll be a sort of general assistant. Besides coming on in the 
act — and that’s dead easy — you’ll make sure all our stuff gets 
away and arrives at the next place in good time, you’ll take die 
band calls on Monday mornings to make sure the conductor 
knows what he’s doing, and when I think you’re up to it you’ll 
take charge of the other four — ’ 

‘Who are they?’ 

‘Who do you think — Alexander’s Ragtime Band? Just shut 
up and listen. I’ve only got five people in my company — 
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smallest on tour for a big illusionist’s act — you don’t catch me 
doing any Great Lafayette circuses. I’m down to a bare 
minimum. At the moment, first there’s Norman Hislop, the 
one who’s leaving and whose job I’m offering you. Then there’s 
Sam and Ben Hayes, father and son. They walk on in the act, 
but they’re really mechanics and keep the gear in trim and help 
me with anything new I’m working at. Don’t forget I was a 
mechanic before I went on the stage. I pay Sam five a week, 
and Ben four. Then there’s Barney. He’s a dwarf — big head, 
tiny legs — but you’ve seen him. I pay him four. Then I have to 
have a girl. They’re always changing. The one I have now, a 
Cockney, is called Cissie Mapes. And she only gets four pounds 
a week, but as she shares my digs I pay her living expenses. 
Here, drink up. I’ll have to be off in five minutes.’ He filled our 
glasses again, to the brim without spilling a drop, though he 
did it very quickly. ‘ Well, Richard lad, what d’you say? Seems 
to me you’ve everything to gain and nothing to lose.’ 

‘ Except that if I walk out of the West Bruddersford Spin- 
ners, they’ll never take me back again.’ 

‘Oh — for God’s sake!’ He looked as disgusted as he sounded. 

‘ No, Uncle Nick, I was only arguing a point — ’ 

‘Don’t, then. I haven’t time. Let’s finish these and start 
moving.’ He said no more until we had left the bar. ‘What’s it 
to be, then? Yes or No?’ 

‘It’s Yes. When do I begin?’ 

‘Next Monday. Newcastle. That’ll give you a week with 
\oung Hislop showing you what to do. Be at the stage door of 
the Empire at eleven o’clock. Clear up everything here, of 
course. Sell the house — ’ 

‘ It’s already mortgaged — ’ 

‘All right, all right, just clear everything up so you’re not 
worrying about it. And here’s a fiver, and if you can manage it, 
get yourself another suit, try to look a bit smarter.’ He was now 
climbing into his immense overcoat. 

‘I was just thinking,’ I said as I followed him out to his car. 
‘You’re paying out twenty-two pounds a week in wages — 
and then there are other expenses and railway fares — ’ 

'Terrible, isn’t it?’ He turned at the door of his car, knocked 
some ash off his cigar, and gave me one of his dark mocking 
looks. ‘Specially when you remember I’m only getting a 
hundred and fifty pounds a week — a hundred and seventy-five 
next year. See you in Newcastle then, lad.’ 
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After some preliminary gasping and spluttering, when Uncle 
Nick pretended I wasn’t there still watching him, he moved off, 
and a minute later he had vanished into the mist and smoke of 
the late October afternoon. I had three large glasses of cham- 
pagne inside me; I had just agreed to exchange an office stool 
and a sensible life in Bruddersford for some unimaginable 
music-hall hocus-pocus; I was only twenty and had never been 
away from home except for occasional weeks at the seaside and 
one visit to London, the year before my father died; and now — 
and it lasted the remainder of the week — I had that feeling of 
unreality and emptiness which we know when one familiar 
world is melting away and the next one has not yet closed round 
us. However, I had plenty to do the rest of that week, clearing 
up at the office, arranging what could be done with the house 
and furniture, and then, having more money to spend than I’d 
ever had before, buying two ready-made suits — one a dashing 
Harris tweed and the other a dark blue serge — some fancy 
shirts, socks, knitted ties, and, most important of all, a fine 
range of watercolour paints, eight brushes, and three big sketch- 
books — one of Cox, the other two of Ingres paper — fit to make 
your mouth water. 

Then on Sunday, still half in a dream, I took a train, which 
didn’t seem to want to go there, to Newcastle. 
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Years ago, I think it was in the late 1930s, I saw a film that 
took me back to that first week I had with Uncle Nick. I can’t 
remember what the film was called or what it was about, but 
most of it took place in Newcastle, which came out as a night 
city with square black buildings, a deep black river, high 
bridges, menacing shadows. I don’t say I saw Newcastle exactly 
like that in 1913, but the general rather sinister effect — which 
had nothing to do with the people there — was much the same. 
I was nervous about the job of course, and then, to be at the 
Empire by eleven on Monday morning, I had to spend Sunday 
night there. This I did in a cheap hotel, where I couldn’t get 
to sleep for a long time because the place was full of Norwegian 
sailors, who seemed to be mostly mad drunken giants. And I 
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still had that empty and unreal feeling when I walked through 
a chilly and sooty morning to find the stage door of the Empire. 

Norman Hislop, whose job I was taking over, was waiting 
outside for me, smoking a cigarette. ‘They really mean No 
Smoking backstage here,’ he told me, ‘so if you want to light 
up, this is your chance. We’ve nearly half an hour.’ He was 
tall and thin and dressy— pink shirt and black knitted tie — 
with a long nose and a slack mouth, the kind that smokes a 
cigarette as if it were part of a dud conspiracy. 

I asked him what happened at a ‘band call’ and he explained, 
as if he were about a hundred years old and I were thirteen, 
that it was a kind of skeleton rehearsal with the orchestra, 
when you made sure they had the band parts right and the 
conductor understood the cues. ‘ Old Nick’ll never go near one. 
You’ll have to do it all the time. He hates conductors — never 
stands ’em a drink like the others do, but if anything goes wrong 
they know he’ll think nothing of reporting ’em to London. So 
as a rule they don’t make any mistakes. After all, he’s bottom 
of the bill, and top of it now and again.’ 

Here I had better explain that ‘bottom of the bill’ didn’t 
mean the opposite of ‘top’, the least important of the eight 
acts that usually made up a bill, but the act next in importance 
to the ‘top’, the star attraction. I already knew this because 
Uncle Nick himself, the first time I had gone backstage to see 
him, had been careful to point this out. 

People kept on pushing past us, on their way to or from the 
band call, but I hardly noticed them as Hislop went on talking. 
‘I don’t know what Old Nick’s like as an uncle — yes, he told 
me who you were — but he’s a hard sod to work for — and I’ll 
bet you’ll soon find that out, cv.-n if you are his nephew. I’d 
be leaving anyhow— I’ve a chance with my brother I wouldn’t 
miss — but even without that I don’t think I’d have stuck it 
much longer. You can’t please him ’cos he doesn’t want to be 
pleased. All he likes is frightening people -a real Old Nick he 
is. Clever of course — everybody admits that, but everybody’s 
glad too when he isn’t there. And that’s true even of our little 
Cissie, who has to sleep with him when he feels like it. And 
don’t try anything there, Herncastle, if you want to keep the 
job. She might fancy it — with your looks — but just remember 
she’s terrified of him. He has that effect on people.’ 

‘Isn’t it just his appearance?’ I said. ‘That nose of his. 
That slight dark squint. And perhaps the way he talks.’ 
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‘No, it’s what’s behind the looks and the talk. He doesn’t 
like people. Doesn’t want to get on with them. And if they don’t 
like him, so much the better. To hell with them! You’ll see.’ 

I didn’t know what to reply to this, so I pretended to be busy 
with my pipe. 

‘It’s been particularly awkward lately — and that’s another 
reason why I’m glad to be going. I don’t know if he’s told you 
how we’ve been block-booked, having all the same agent. No? 
Well, come and take a look at this bill.’ We went a few yards 
down the street. He tapped the bill fis he talked. ‘Look — apart 
from these two fill-ins, we’re all playing the same halls every 
week, the same six acts. And you might as well get to know 
who they are. First, there’s Tommy Beamish the comedian — 
top o’ the bill — ’ 

‘I’ve seen him. He’s very funny.’ 

‘He doesn’t amuse me,’ said Hislop loftily, ‘but he’s a great 
draw. He’ll murder ’em up here ’cos lie comes from Tyneside. 
Ricarlo — Italian juggler — a good turn and a nice quiet chap 
but always looking for women. The Four Colmar s — foreign acro- 
bats, three men and a girl — and wait till you see the giil' 
Talk about a stunnei ! Then, Harry G. Burrard — tie Eccentric 
Comedian — putrid' And the last of us six — .S une, Nancy, and 
Three Gentlemen — nice little song-and-dance turn. Susie’s married 
to one of the three gents, Bob Hodson, and the other two are a 
pair of puffs, Ambrose and Esmond. Nancy Ellis is Susie’s 
sister — only eighteen — and a scrumptious bit, saucy as the 
devil in the act, but vei y quiet off, and don’t make any mistake 
—there’s nothing doing there, I’ve tried. Well, they’re all nice 
and friendly, travelling round together the way we have to, all 
except one — ’ 

‘Uncle Nick?’ 

‘That’s right. You’ll see. And that’s why I said it had been 
particularly awkward lately. Odd man out, he is, and loves it. 
Doesn’t like the people in front neither. Despises ’em. And not 
just because they’re provincial. He says they’re even worse in 
the West End. And he’s played the Coliseum and the Pal- 
ladium at two-fifty a week, and could have gone back but he 
wouldn’t accept the bookings. He doesn’t like London. God 
knows what he does like! I doubt if he even enjoys Cissie.’ He 
opened his mouth and showed me a yellowish wagging tongue 
and some bad teeth. 

I was tired of him. ‘ Hadn’t we better go in?’ 
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It was different from what it had been backstage when I 
had gone during a show. Though there were people bustling 
around, it seemed cold, darkish, sad. I followed Hislop to the 
side of the stage, where there were no warm lights now, just 
one big white one. A burly foreigner was shouting at the con- 
ductor and stamping a foot to give him the rhythm he wanted. 
Hislop said that was the oldest and the leader of the Colmar 
troupe. There was no sign of any stunning girl. After this Col- 
mar had walked away, pulling a face, Hislop introduced me to 
the stage manager, whose name I’ve forgotten, and then to the 
conductor or ‘musical director’, as most of them liked to be 
called, a Mr Broadbent, who had a heavy moustache and was 
fat but out of temper. 

‘When docs your act get some new band parts?’ Mr Broad- 
bent shouted up at Hislop. ‘It’s like trying to read fly-paper 
down here.’ 

‘I’ll tell the boss,’ said Hislop, grinning. ‘Or he will,’ he 
added, pointing to me. 

‘Well, let’s get on with it, let’s get on with it,’ said Mr 
Broadbent, scowling down at his score. ‘Same business, same 
opening — first eight bars, gentlemen.’ 

‘Now take notice, Herncasllc,’ Hislop muttered into my car. 
‘You’ll be doing it yourself next Monday morning. And Old 
Nick’ll bum you up if anything goes w r rong.’ 

It took about twenty minutes to get everything dead right, 
but when it was all over I didn’t feel too anxious, because I 
knew that by next Monday I would know exactly how the act 
went, and, though I might be new, I couldn’t believe Hislop 
could do anything I couldn’t do But what I had to do then, 
when we were free to go, was to buy him a drink at a little pub 
round the corner, because he immediately suggested it. The bar 
there was ringed round with signed photographs of star artistes, 
and later I discovered there was almost always one of these little 
pubs not far round the corner from every stage door, always 
with those signed photographs, and always with a lot of idiotic 
chat going across the bar counter. One man in there, drinking 
whisky and with a long bony face huddled into the upturned 
collar of a tweed overcoat that would have frightened a horse, 
turned oat to be Harry G. Burraul, Eccentric Comedian. But 
if he w 7 as ‘ nice and friendly ’ with Hislop, I saw no signs of it. 

‘ Here, I’ve just remembered,’ said Hislop as soon as we had 
finished the beer I had bought. ‘You have to go to the Private 
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Bar of the County, to see your uncle. What’s the time — quarter 
past twelve? You’ll just do it. He said half past.’ And he explained 
how I would find the hotel. 

There were a lot of men standing around the counter of the 
Private Bar, but I felt sure Uncle Nick wouldn’t be one of 
them. He was sitting at a table in a far corner, with a bottle 
of champagne in front of him. Two men and a girl were with 
him, the girl sitting staring at nothing and the two men poring 
over some sketches or diagrams. 

‘Well, here you are, lad,’ said Uncle Nick. I felt he was 
glad — or at least, relieved — to see me, though it was hard to 
tell. ‘My nephew, Richard Herncastle. Miss Cissie Mapes. 
And this is Sam Hayes, and this is his son, Ben.’ They looked 
almost exactly alike, two wooden-faced long-chinned men, but 
Sam’s moustache was greyish and Ben’s was ginger. They 
gave me an incurious look and a nod, drank some beer, then 
frowned again at their bits of paper. 

‘Don’t imagine we’re just drinking, Richard,’ said Uncle 
Nkh. ‘We’re working. I’ve an idea fo) a new effu t, not easv as 
a piece of mechanics. And so far Sam and Ben her e don’t know 
what the hell they have to do. So we’re busy, lad, ^nd you're 
no use to us. How did the band call go? ’ 

‘All right, Uncle Nick. I’ll be able to take it next Monday 
when I’ll know exactly how the act goes.’ 

‘I hope so. I’m expecting better things from you, lad, than 
1 ever got from young Hislop, who’s lazy and half-witted. Now 
I want you in front tonight for the first house — I’ll see they pass 
you in. Sit through the whole show — God help you— and then 
come to my dressing-room as soon as it’s over. And don’t 
foiget that Monday’s first house consists chiefly of deadheads 
who get free passes for exhibiting bills, not there to enjoy them- 
selves, they wouldn’t know how. It’s like a show in a morgue. 
And that’s all till tonight.’ 

‘What about his digs, Nick?’ This was from the girl, Cissie 
Mapes. 

‘Quite right, Cissie, I was forgetting. Well, you knock off 
that port-and-lemon, go with him to collect his stuff and show 
him where he's staying. And if you’re both feeling hungry, 
go and eat — but not at my expense. Don’t come back. I’m 
too busy here.’ 

We went off like two kids out of school. I guessed Cissie 
Mapes to be a few years older than I was, about twenty-five or 
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so. She was wearing a big hat with a bright green feather in it, 
a pinkish coat and a lot of cheap rabbity fur, and plenty of 
make-up, not so much to improve her looks as to announce 
that she was on the stage. Her looks weren’t bad either in a 
rather weak style: melting-toffee eyes, not much nose, a loose 
pouting mouth and a fall-away chin; not unlike the kind of 
girls that posed then on sentimental coloured picture-postcards. 
She had a thin little voice, very Cockney, and was half cheeky 
and half shy and innocent. There was a lot of sex about her 
— she used her eyes and was a great nudger and tapper and 
toucher — but it misfired with me; I didn’t find her attrac- 
tive, but on the other hand I rather liked her in a chummy way. 
Wc took a taxi, at her suggestion, collected my two bags from 
that hotel, and then went from the dock region, past the Empire, 
and finally arrived at some terrace or other of houses that had 
known better days. 

‘I got you this room next door to us — see,’ said Cissie. 
‘We’re in proper theatre digs as usual, but this woman — Mrs 
Michael — -doesn’t let rooms as a rule and she’s just doing us a 
favour like. So you’ll have to be careful. She’s very respectable. 
Tier husband’s captain of a ship — and he’s away. So keep sober 
and don’t try anything on.’ 

‘I only drink a glass or two of beer,’ I protested. ‘And I 
wouldn’t know how to start trying anything on, as you call 
it.’ 

She gave me a bright look and a nudge. ‘I believe you — 
thousands wouldn’t. W 11, don’t be a naughty boy here any- 
how.’ We had now stopped outside the house. ‘She says she’ll 
give you some bieakfast but t> 'thing else, so you’re having 
supper with us — next door —loo'.. Now you take ycur bags in, 
and I’ll wait, then we’ll get him to drive us to a caffy. You’re 
hungry, aren’t you?’ 

I admitted I was. 

‘So am I. Nearly always am. So don t be too long. But talk 
nicely to Mrs Michael. She’s dom^r us a favour.’ 

Mrs Michael w ? as a small, rathei thin, intensely dark woman, 
probably about forty. My appearance surprised her. ‘Why, 
you’re just a lad. And you don’t look like a theatrical neither.’ 

‘I’ve only just started, Mrs Michael.’ 

‘ I might h ve managed a bit of hot supper for you, if I’d 
known,’ she began, still looking surprised. 

‘No, my uncle will be expecting me next door, and he’ll 
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probably have a lot of things to tell me. And if you’ll let me 
have a key, I promise to come in very quietly — ’ 

‘I’m a poor sleeper, I’ll hear you. Still, you can have a key. 
And this is your room, and as you can see, it’s as neat and clean 
as a new pin.’ And so it was, though it was also cold and cheer- 
less. After telling her I had to go straight out to eat, I had a 
quick wash, then hurried downstairs. She was waiting there to 
give me the key. She also gave me a small tight smile, out of 
some rare store of them. 

‘You remind me of one of Captain Michael’s nephews — 
mate of a coaster now. You look a sober quiet lad, and I trust 
you are.’ 

‘ Oh I am, Mrs Michael, I am.’ And I hurried out. 

Cissie and I ordered plaice and chips and sultana pudding 
in the cafe, which was quite large and had a ti'io playing The 
Count of Luxemburg and the Indian Love Lyrics. At first Cissie was 
very much on the stage, for the benefit of the people at the 
nearby tables, but after we started eating she dropped her 
voice and turned chummy and confidential. 

‘I like eating in places like this, not too posh, don’t you, 
Dick? I’m going to call you Dick, even though A* doesn’t. 
Always Richard with him, isn’t it? But then I like eating — 
I’m always ever so hungry —and he doesn’t. Just a sandwich 
or something all day — and that champagne of course — and 
even at night, even if it’s a really nice hot supper — steak and 
chips or a mixed grill— he doesn’t touch half of it. You must 
know his wife — him being your uncle — what's she like?’ 

‘I only met her once, about four years ago, when she came 
up to Leeds with him. I didn't like her much. She seemed to be 
diinkiug a lot, and she was bad-tempered.’ 

‘ She’s fat as a pig now, he says.’ She giggled. ‘He admits he 
can’t endure her. Gives her ten pounds a w’eek to stay away 
from him — in Brighton. They’re as good as separated but that’s 
as far as it goes. No more wives for him, he says.’ She looked at 
me half hopefully, as if I might know better. Then when I 
obviously didn’t, she ended with a forlorn little smile and tucked 
into her pudding. 

‘If he saw me eating this, he’d throw it across the room,’ 
she went on. ‘He says if I start putting on weight, I’ll be out of 
the act. It’s getting down into that pedestal chiefly. You’ll see 
what I mean tonight. All last week in Manchester it was 
making my behind sore, but for God’s sake don’t tell him. Dick, 
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promise you won’t tell him anything I say — solemn promise.’ 

‘Right, Cissie. I promise.’ 

She put down her spoon to reach across and squeeze my 
hand. ‘I didn’t know what you’d be like, and I was a bit 
upset when he first told me about you. Not that I’m sorry to 
be seeing the last of that Norman Hislop. He’s just as nasty- 
minded as he’s idle, and he’s been rubbing Nick up the wrong 
way for months now. Let’s have coffee, shall we? Miss! Miss! 
But naturally I was a bit worried — I mean to say, his nephew 
in the company — perhaps spying on everybody. But you’re nice, 
I can see that, Dick. Nice — and just a little bit naughty — um?’ 

I grunted something. I had never cared about this nice-but- 
uaughty business, which girls like Cissie at that time worked very 
hard. 

Then over our coffee she looked solemn, and young though 
I was I knew what I was in for next. Most women talk about 
the men they’re involved with in one of two quite different ways. 
Either they sound as if they were animal trainers and had one 
that talked and brought home some money — all very odd and 
amusing; or they go to the other extreme, as if they were serving 
some high priest of a mysterious religion, whose every whim 
was a commandment from on high; and this of course was poor 
( lissie on the subject of Uncle Nick. He was no sooner out of 
one mood, she told me solemnly and proudly, than he was in 
another; and she never knew what would come next, except 
he still never ate much and went on drinking champagne; and 
one day, like today, he’d work all hours with Sam and Ben, 
never even taking a nap before the show, and the next day 
perhaps he’d never stir from tht fire but just go on reading 
books; and then sometimes he’d ticat her like dirt, till she went 
and cried her eyes out, and then at other times he’d take her 
out in his motoi-car and be ever so nice and attentive and take 
her to posh places that were his choice not hers because they 
always made her feel uncomfortable; and now and again 
she felt he really loved her, at lee.st in his own peculiar way, 
and yet half the time he made her feel she w.is lucky to be still 
in the act, let alone sharing digs with him. He really was 
the strangest man she’d ever had anything to do with, and 
she’d knowm some peculiar ones in her time. 

‘Though mind you, Dick,’ she said, regarding me earnestly, 
‘I’m not grumbling. Don’t think that. I know I’ve been lucky. 
I'm not clever, I’m stupid, and my looks aren’t so grand and 
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I’m no Venus Who’s-it. Where I’m lucky is having such small 
bones. My wrist — see. And other places — not on view. I’m 
just what he needs for the act. You take a good look at that 
pedestal tonight, you’d never believe I’m in there. He picked 
me out of a Panto chorus in Brixton — two-ten a week, two shows 
a day, twelve changes in each show — I used to cry out of sheer 
bloody weariness, to say nothing of scene-shifters trying to get 
you into a corner and maul you about with big sweaty hands. 
That was a great life, I don’t think. So I’m not grumbling. I’ve 
been lucky, even though I have to take plenty — living with him 
as I do and everybody knowing it, and some of ’em trying to 
take advantage, as if I was just a common little tart. One 
of ’em called me that when I told him to take his hands oif 
me.’ 

‘Who was that?’ And when she hesitated, I went on: ‘You 
might as well tell me, Cissie.’ 

‘It was that Harry Burrard — but he was drunk. Anyhow 
I doubt if he’s all there. I never told Niek, who can’t stand him 
anyhow and might have made it an excuse to get him out of the 
show. And afterwards I felt sorry for the silly old blighter. So 
don’t you tell Niek.’ 

‘What about the other women on the bill? How do you get 
along with them, Cissie? ’ 

She pulled a face. ‘I’m- a bit out of luck with this lot. Nobody 
I could make a true friend of, you might say. Susie Hodson and 
her sister Nancy are nice, talented too — I think you’ll like their 
turn— but they keep themselves to themselves. Nonie, the girl 
with the Colmars, the acrobats, is foreign of course, and any- 
how she’s a little bitch if I ever saw one. Then the only other 
woman is Julie Blane, who’s with Tommy Beamish and lives 
with him, they say. She used to be legit and pretends to be very 
haigh-clarss, not on the same earth with me, though she’s only 
playing feed to a comedian, even if he is top of the bill, and has 
to sleep with him to do that — though I must say she doesn't 
look as if she sleeps with anybody — downright haggard c he 
looks. And that’s the lot in the female department, and I wish 
Nit k was going into Panto for a change, so long as I’m not in the 
chorus. But it’s a good bill, Dick, and I think you’ll enjoy most 
of it, even if it is Monday First House full of fat pub-keepers and 
their fat wives and the fish-and-chip merchants all on free 
passes. Well, I’d better see if Nick wants anything. What are 
you going to do?’ 
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‘I didn’t get much sleep last night. I’ll walk back to Mrs 
Michael’s and try for a nap.’ 

‘And that’s all you do try for— -remember. Be good now — 
and if you can’t be good, be careful.’ Then, as we were going 
dowstairs to the street, she squeezed my arm. ‘Nick says you 
want to be an artist,’ though what she actually said was ‘a 
nartist’, but I don’t propose to cope with Cissic’s accent. ‘Is 
that right, Dick? ’ 

‘Yes, I want to be a painter.’ 

‘You ought to paint me sometime.’ 

‘ I'm not going in for that kind of painting, Cissic. I want to 
do landscapes in watercolour mostly. But I might try a sketch 
one day,’ I told her, as if from a great height. 

‘Oh do. I’ll bet you’re awfully clever. Well, bye-bye till 
tonight.’ 

(I did try that sketch, and I still have it when so much, a 
whole world and more than half a century of time, has gone; 
and though it’s terrible, probably the worst drawing I’ve ever 
kept, I’ve only to give it a glance to see and hear Cissie Mapes 
again.) 

Mrs Michael wasn’t about when I got back to her house. I 
slept until nearly five, waking up feeling cold and wondering 
for a minute or two where I was. But then when I went down- 
stairs Mrs Michael was there, in the kitchen, sitting over a pot of 
tea, and she asked me, rather abruptly and severely, if I’d like 
a cup and some buttered currant loaf. I thanked her very 
warmly, to show her that I knew this was outside our agree- 
ment and that she was doing me a favour, and had two cups 
of tea and three slices of currant lo if. When I told her I must be 
off to the Empire for the first hou^e, she shook her head. 

‘To tell you the truth, Mr Herncastle, I don’t care for those 
places — and neither does Cap’n Michael. It seems to me that 
when they’re not downright stupid, they’re vulgar. I’m not 
against entertainment, I’m fond of our chapel concerts or a 
nice lantern lecture, but if I’d my w ay I’d close all your Empires 
and Palaces tomorrow.’ There was a fanatical glint in her 
eye that vanished when she looked at me. ‘I don’t like to think 
of a quiet decent young man like yourself, Mr Herncastle, earning 
his living in those places and having to mix with half-naked 
painted women. In fact it’s wrong.’ She brought this out very 
fiercely, as if she’d had a quick inward glimpse of me lost in 
orgies. ‘But off you go, then. Off you go.’ 
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I was passed in to the Empire, down to what were grandly 
called the fauteuils, by the house manager himself, magnificent 
in white tie and tails: ‘Nick Ollanton’s nephew, eh? Wonderful 
act — one of the best. Always look forward to it — and a glass or 
two of champagne — ha ha! If you’re going behind after the 
show, look out for me and I’ll take you through the pass door.’ 
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It might be the worst house of the week — and indeed 
most of the people sitting near me looked stupid — but even 
so it was wonderful in a way to leave the darkening and chilly 
streets of Newcastle and then find oneself sitting in the fourth 
row at the Empire. I think the secret of all these music halls is 
that while they seemed big — and most of them were — at the 
same time they seemed warm, cosy, intimate. A lot has been 
written about the magic of the playhouse, but it has always 
seemed to me very pale and thin compared with the warmer and 
deeper magic of the music hall, which attracted more men than 
women to itself just because there was something richly feminine 
about it, belonging half to some vast tolerant mother and half 
to some bewitching mistress. I don’t say I was putting all this 
into words as I stared about me that night, saw the orchestral 
players switch on their lights and try their instruments, noticed 
fat Mr Broadbent, no longer out of temper, bobbing up, first 
to smile at two people sitting just in front of me and then to 
tap with his baton, and heard his orchestra, with its desperate 
strings as usual fighting a losing battle with the woodwind and 
brass, scurrying through Grieg’s Norwegian Dances; but I will 
swear some such thoughts were going through my head. And 
for the first time since I had promised to join Uncle Nick, 
instead of feeling confused, dubious, vaguely apprehensive, 
I felt quite happy about it. I was still going to be a watercolour 
painter — nothing could shake me about that — but until I 
could keep myself by painting, the variety stage, at five pounds 
a week instead of twenty-two-and-six, would be better than any 
office. 

The first turn was a ‘fill-in’, a pair of trick cyclists, and of 
course I wasn’t interested in them, only in the people I would 
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be travelling with for the next few months. The first of these, 
the second act on the programme, were the Colmars, three 
male acrobats and a girl, Hislop’s ‘stunner’, called Nonie. 
It was one of those acts, which had always rather bored me, 
in which the men stood on each other’s shoulders and chucked 
the girl around a lot. (I saw one recently, on a TV circus 
programme, and it seemed just the same, unchanged in a world 
of bewildering transformations.) Nonie was rather small and 
seemed quite young, probably still in her teens, but there was 
nothing undeveloped about her figure. Her legs were magni- 
ficent in their tights, and her full breasts made her glittering 
bodice rise and fall. And the way she held herself and moved, 
among the three sweating males, suggested she was tremendously 
conscious of herself as a female. Her sex came over the footlights 
like a sharp challenge. In those days of long skirls, stays and 
demure blouses, we had to guess what girls really looked like; 
but Nonie Colmar (who plays an important part in this story, 
so I’m not wasting time on her) triumphantly displayed what a 
well-shaped girl had to offer. I don’t think I was any more 
lustful than most of us were then, but my mouth almost watered 
at the sight of her. 

Next was Harry G. Burrard, Eccentric Comedian, who 
came rushing on, with the band playing its loudest, waving 
his arms and hoarsely breaking at once into one of his hell-foi- 
lealher idiotic songs. His make-up and costume- -a grotesque 
ginger wig, a white face and red nose, an enormous collar, a 
bottle-green tunic and peg-top patched pants— left the audience 
in no doubt that he was a funny man. But this Monday first 
house offered him only a few' distant giggles. Perhaps like me 
they didn’t think him funny. DidJy-diddy — oodah — ood ih — oodah, 
he croaked away, still waving his arms; and nobody cared. I 
don’t think I am being influenced by the knowledge of what 
happened aftcrw'ards if I say that, at first, he made me feel 
embanassed, and then, as he w'ent on and on without any 
encouragement, I began to feel sorry for him. I was near 
enough to sec his eyes, and they seemed to me — though of course 
I might have been deceiving myself — fixed in a kind of despair. 
I know I felt relieved when he took himself off, with the band at 
its loudest again, pretending desperately that a little weary 
clapping was an ovation. 

Uncle Nick was next, the last act before the interval. This 
was the time he preferred, because it meant that the wings were 
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clear of people waiting to go on. The orchestra opened as usual 
with part of the Ballet Egyptien , and then there was the familiar 
Ganga Dun big set, some kind of glittering Indian temple, which 
Uncle Nick had designed himself. It looked important and 
showy, but also its structure and glitter helped his act. I 
watched it now of course with new and keener eyes, reminding 
myself that I would soon be taking part in it. Sam and Ben 
Hayes and Norman Hislop, hardly recognisable in Indian 
make-up and costume, came backing on, and then Barney, the 
dwarf, also an Indian now, scuttled across the stage with squeals 
and backward looks of terror; and finally Cissie Mapes, a 
gauzily clothed Hindoo maiden, arrived to prostrate herself 
before some advancing figure off-stage. A gong sounded. And 
there — a tall, commanding, sinister figure — was the Indian 
magician himself, who announced his arrival by letting loose 
a vivid green thunderflash. There was no doubt that Uncle Nick 
was a superb showman. Even the stolid fat deadheads sitting 
all round me, waiting for death rather than for any enter- 
tainment, were not entirely unimpressed. But Ganga Dun , intent 
upon magical feats as if they were part of some religious rite, 
gave no sign that he was aware of the existence ofrany audience. 
Unsmiling, grave, he behaved as if they were not there. 

At first, fiom seemingly empty bowls and vases, handed to 
him by the Hindoo maiden, he produced bunches of flowers, 
fruit, coloured silks, gold and silver coins; and then he per- 
formed the feat, a genuinely Oriental one, of covering a heap 
of sand with a cloth once, twice, three times, while a magical 
plant appeared to grow there. The Hindoo maiden was then 
cariied by the magician’s slaves and her rigid body placed 
across two trestles. Ganga Dun regarded her sombrely, made 
some mysterious passes, then beckoned the slaves to remove the 
trestles. The Hindoo maiden remained there, now apparently 
unsupported. A few more passes and she slowly rose about tw r o 
feet higher. The magician passed — or appeared to pass — hoops 
round her body, to prove that no wires were holding it up. 
Another gong, another green flash, and the magician was hold- 
ing her by the hand as she bowed and smiled. But then an angry 
rival magician, as tall as Ganga Dun and nearly as imposing, 
wearing a turban, a majestic beard, and stiff long robes that 
hid his feet, arrived rather slowly and shakily, to challenge the 




gestures. Ganga soon lost his patience, went nearer, summoned 
the gong and the green flash again — and then there was no 
rival magician, only the robes in a heap on the floor. It was a 
very effective trick, and it would have left me puzzled if I 
hadn’t noticed that it was Barney the dwarf who was wearing 
the beard and turban, so that I guessed he had been raised two 
feet or so by stilts or something, and that at the end of the trick 
he was hiding in the heap of robes. But now a pedestal, about 
four feet high and very fancy, was brought on to the stage, and 
a white box was placed on top of it. Cissic as Hindoo maiden 
climbed into the box, and even while its lid, which faced away 
from the audience, was still slowly closing, the box was lifted 
ofr the pedestal, securely roped, then fastened to a hook let 
down from the flies. The box remained in mid-air for a few 
moments. The magician scowled at it; there was a roll on the 
side-drum; as if in despair he plucked a pistol out of his robes 
and fired three times at the box, w'hich was then lowered and 
opened, all its sides falling down, and was plainly seen to be 
empty. There was a chord from the orchestra; Ganga Dun, 
aw arc at last of the audience, bow’ed to it almost negligently: 
the act was over. I led the rather scattered applause, but did 
not succeed in bringing back the magician before the curtain 
to take a final bow. When the fights went up for the interval, 
I looked around me. The Monday first-house people looked just 
as stolid as they had done before. Their sense of wonder had not 
been touched and aroused, because they had none. If my uncle 
had brought on three tl phants and made them disappear, 
those people would have hardly raised an eyebrow. 

The house manager stood me a ^ass in the Circle Bar, which 
was almost empty. ‘Wonderful act — one of the best,’ he said 
again. ‘I must have seen that girl-in-the-box trick twenty or 
thirty times and I still don’t know how it’s done. You do, I 
suppose — um? ’ 

‘Yes, I do.’ I tried not to sound too grand and condescending. 
He waited, obviously wanting me 'o tell him how it w'as done, 
but I wasn’t having any. So now he lrowned. 

‘You can tell him from me, I noticed he cut three minutes 
out of the act. Naughty— very naughty! I’m supposed to report 
him to head office for that, but of course I know he wouldn’t 
do it to a full hr se. Always gets a wonderful reception with the 
right house. Gr at showman — Nick Ollanton — though he can 
be naughty— very naughty. Staying in front for the next half, 
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I hope? Good! Three very good turns coming on — Ricarlo the 
juggler — those girls, Susie and Nancy — then Tommy Beamish. 
You’ve seen Tommy before, I expect. Wonderful comedian, 
Tommy — and they worship him up here. He’ll have ’em 
rolling before the week’s out. But he may walk through it this 
first house. He can be a naughty boy too, Tommy. Lovely 
talent though — lovely. Well, off you go and enjoy yourself. 
Give ’em a hand if nobody else does.’ 

Ricarlo was an elegant and graceful though not handsome 
Italian, probably about forty, who worked in full evening 
dress, and did most of his juggling, which was superb, with 
a top hat, a cane, and a cigar, to which he added, after a few 
minutes, a pair of yellow gloves. Throughout the band played, 
very softly, the same little tune, one I had never heard before, 
half gay and half melancholy. And indeed there was some- 
thing half gay and half melancholy about Ricarlo himself and 
his act. His movements, so graceful and quick, so beautifully 
timed, had about them a kind of infectious joy; but his dark and 
big-boned face, with its ebony stare, seemed carved and dyed 
in melancholy, the sort of blank sadness that I have since 
noticed many Latin people seem to be sunk into, behind their 
noisiness and flash of teeth and eyeballs. As I watched him 
dreamily — there is something almost hypnotic about this sort 
of juggling — I felt that here was a man I might come to 
like. And once again I led such scattered applause as he 
received. 

The front cloth of unbelievable shop windows, before 
which Ricarlo had appeared so elegantly and incongruously, 
gave place to a garden scene, first in a greenish moonlight, 
where two girls and three men began singing softly. This of 
course was the song-and-dance act of Susie, Nancy and Three 
Gentlemen. When the lights went up I saw that the three men 
were wearing grey morning dress and grey toppers; and I 
also saw, with an interest that soon rose to excitement, that 
Susie and Nancy were quite bewitching creatures. Susie, the 
taller and older and the one I knew was married, was a ripe 
brunette. Nancy, who looked about eighteen, was a blonde with 
short curly hair, unusual in those days, a saucy look and manner, 
and legs that were both ravishing and witty. The whole act 
was out of the usual music-hall run, more like a visitation from 
musical comedy, and perhaps a trifle too deliberately ‘refained’; 
the dancing, apart from Nancy’s, was careful rather than bril- 
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liant; the songs were melodious nothings about Orange Girls 
and Kitty on the Telephone and so on; and no commanding 
talent was audible or visible; but — and I’ll admit my instant 
infatuation with the adorable Nancy may have swayed my 
judgment — the act conveyed something that seemed to vanish 
from the world not long afterwards, something I never found 
again in any place of entertainment — a kind of young and inno- 
cent gaiety, a bit silly as youth itself can be silly, without any 
sort of depth in it, any weight of experience, but somehow en- 
chanting and lingering in the memory as an enchantment, so 
that later, when everything was different, and fragments of 
the songs returned to my mind, I was at once haunted by a 
bright lost world that had taken iny own youth with it. As for 
that little Nancy, so pert and saucy and yet somehow so inno- 
cent, I began to fall in love with her there and then. And as I 
clapped until my hands ached, and glared at the fat deadheads 
who turned their idiot faces my way, I thought how wonderful 
it was that Uncle Nick had asked me to join him, so that I 
would see this girl again, and again and again, and would soon 
go backstage where she existed. But I did not really think of her 
existing in the corridors, passages and spaces there that I had 
seen and smelt that morning, but in some unchanging sunlit 
garden, some perpetual Maytime: I was already touched, 
barmy. 

Luckily for me, Tommy Beamish, topping the bill, came on 
next. I had seen him before, but not in this particular sketch, 
in which he was ‘ support d by Miss Julie Blane and Mr Hubert 
Courtenay, both well known in the West End Theatre’. He 
was one of those rare comedians who began to make me laugh 
as soon as they appeared. He wrs a born comic, a plumpish 
man with a round cherubic face, usually decorated with an 
improbable ginger moustache, and with rather bulging eyes that 
stared in bewilderment or suddenly blazed in droll indignation. 
He never bothered with the ordinary comedian’s patter, told 
no funny stories, sang no comic songs. He would lose himself in 
a labyrinth of misunderstandings and cross purposes, and would 
go on repeating some commonplace phrase or even one word, 
with deepening bewilderment or growing indignation, like a 
creature from some other world baffled by this one, until he had 
only to make t' e smallest gesture or mutter half a word to pro- 
duce another loar of laughter from the nearest stalls to the 
high distant gallery, lost in the smoke. Like all the great variety 
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artistes, he was able through the projection of his stage per- 
sonality and his marvellous sense of timing to dominate every 
kind of audience, keeping them hushed and still when it suited 
him and then releasing their laughter as if he were pressing 
a trigger. He was the best comedian I ever saw on the stage — I 
am not forgetting Chaplin, but he belongs to the screen — and 
I have not seen his equal these past forty years or so; yet now 
there must be only a few of us, our memories already hazy, who 
remember him at all. 

The sketch they played that night was simple enough in 
outline. Mr Hubert Courtenay, an old Shakespearean type of 
actor who suggested he was really the Doge of Venice or the 
banished Duke in Arden, was an immensely dignified country 
gentleman. Miss Julie Blane, though she could not keep the 
mischief out of her splendid eyes, played with some skill his 
anxious and delicate-minded daughter. They had sent for a 
vet for poor little Fido, and in his world of dubious communi- 
cations and infinite cross purposes. Tommy Beamish had found 
himself summoned to the house, though he was in fact a plumber. 
The resulting confusion created the atmosphere in which 
Tommy was at his best. The indignant Courtenay rdiled out 
words like ‘prevaricate’ and ‘dilatory’ and ‘callousness’, 
which Tommy repeated in amazement, brought back to taste 
again, chopped in half antj. flung the pieces about when he felt 
himself at bay. His slightest reference to plumbing operations, 
to his astonishment and then despair, were regarded as outrages 
by the quivering Miss Blane, whom he followed round the 
stage, sometimes climbing over the furniture, hoping to make 
it clear to her that he was not some kind of monster. A decent 
well-meaning man, only anxious to be helpful and impressed 
by the gentility of his patrons, he floundered into deeper and 
deeper misunderstandings, sometimes almost ready to cry and 
at others leaping to a height of blazing indignation. Even the 
fat deadheads all round me had to laugh, though they hated 
doing it. And as for me, I laughed so much and so long that 
often I lost the sight of Tommy in that curious and disturbing 
red haze which comes with violent laughter just as it does — so 
we are told, though I have never experienced it — with sudden 
and terrible anger. 

What with die delectable and tantalising Nancy and then 
the sublime idiocies of Tommy Beamish, I had had as much as I 
could take and wanted to cool off, so I went out during the 

24 



final turn, a ‘fill-in’ trampoline act, caring nothing, like most 
people then, about the inevitable flickering bioscope that would 
end the programme. (We never imagined that soon it would 
help to put an end to Variety itself.) I wandered around for a 
few minutes, passing the queues now waiting for the second 
house, my excitement cooling in the Newcastle night air, chilly 
and sooty like that of most industrial towns then, as if they were 
really one vast railway station. Then I found the stage door and 
asked for Uncle Nick’s dressing-room. 

He was sitting alone, smoking a cigar, still with his make-up 
on but without his turban. ‘Well, Richard, how do you think 
the act’s looking?’ 

‘Better than ever,’ I told him. ‘Even with that rotten audi- 
ence.’ 

‘1 cut the Magic Ball trick. I can’t astonish those block- 
heads, so why waste one of my cleverest effects? You can watch 
it tonight from the side — no point in you sitting out front again. 
I wan t you to note very carefully from now on everything that 
young HMop has to do, and if you can't do it better by the end 
of the week, then you’ll have made a fool of me.’ He sounded 
heavy’ and grumpy, as if he needed some champagne — there 
was none in sight — or the applause the second house would give 
lrm. ‘You stayed on after the interval? No, no, quite right. Get 
the feel of the whole show. How was Tommy Beamish? ’ 

‘Funnier than ever. I thought,’ I began enthusiastically, 
and then checked myself. 

Uncle Nick took out his cigar and grunted at it. ‘He doesn’t 
like me, and I don’t like him. I suppose he’s a very successful 
comedian, but then I don’t like comedians. They have to pre- 
tend to be even sillier than the people who are watching ’em — 
and that’s saying a lot — and after a time it does something to 
’em. Their brains soften, then their characters. Before the week’s 
out, Tommy Beamish often has to be more than half-pissed 
before he can go on. That Blane woman, who lives with him, 
has a hell of a time. Here I’m lucky, lad. I haven’t to pretend to 
be sillier than they are but cleverer, and that’s all right because 
I am cleverer — though that’s not saying much because, as 
you’ll soon find out, most people who come to variety shows are 
half-witted. I could fool them in my sleep. I do my work for 
about one per i out of every two hundred.’ There was a 
rather timid knock, then Cissie Mapes looked in, still a Hindoo 
maiden. 
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‘Where have you been?’ And Uncle Nick frowned at her. 

‘I wanted to mend a skirt, Nick. Why?’ 

‘Because you were late again out of the box — ’ 

‘They had it off centre again, like I told you, Nick — ’ 

‘Get it right between you this next time, girl, or else — ’ 

‘I told them, Nick. It’s that Hislop really. Dick’ll be better, 
won’t you, Dick? Did you enjoy the show?’ 

‘Most of it, Cissie,’ I told her, trying not to appear too matey 
in case Uncle Nick didn’t like it. 

‘That little Nancy Ellis — um — what about her?’ 

‘Pop off, pop off, girl,’ said Uncle Nick sharply. He waited 
a moment after she left. ‘You’d better undci stand this, Richard. 
She has to be out of that box — there’s a hinged flap on the 
bottom — and into the pedestal long before the tiick I'd has 
closed. It’s watching that lid close so slowly, then all the fuss 
and bustle we have as soon as it is closed, that deceives ’em. 
Deceived you, didn’t it?’ 

‘No,’ I replied without thinking, ‘because Cissie told me 
about the pedestal — ’ 

‘Why the devil can’t she keep her big mouth shut? I know 
it’s only you — and you have to know— but she’ll go gassing and 
blabbing around until that box trick, which I've alieadv 
refused a thousand for, won’t be worth a navvy’s fart. How did 
Barney look as the rival magician?’ 

‘Very good. I recognised him but I doubt if anybody else 
would. It’s a very convincing tiick.’ 

‘Glad you think so, Richard.’ He took a pull or two at his 
cigar, then took it out, looked me in the eye, and went on in 
that particular way, simple and honest and serious, which most 
men fall into when they are discussing the special techniques of 
their professions: ‘The key device there w'as the stilt-boots 
Barney uses, w T hich I had to design and make myself. There’s 
always a key device for every illusion, and it’s never the one 
the clever customers think it is. In the box trick, it’s the lid that’s 
still slowly closing when Cissie’s already in the pedestal. It 
makes ’em feel she’s lowering herself slowly into the box when 
in fact she’s already out of it. In the levitation effect, the key 
device isn’t the steel bar that raises and lowers hei — any fool 
can work one of them — but the hoops that seem to pass right 
round her. I’m working now on putting an open doorway on 
the stage. Somebody comes in on a bicycle, rides across to the 
doorway at a smart pace, but instead of going through it — 
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vanishes, bicycle and all. The bike is the key device, of course. 
If I can’t make it do what I want it to do, then I’ll send the bike 
through the doorway and the rider will have disappeared. 
Can you ride a bike, by the way?’ 

I said I could, but pointed out that I was no Cissie or Barney 
but was five-foot-ten and weighed nearly twelve stone. He told 
me he wasn’t worried about my size and weight, and then he 
asked me to find Sam and Ben Hayes for him because he wanted 
to talk to them about the Magic Ball trick, which would be 
going back into the act for the second house. After that I could 
go down into the wings. He’d told the stage manager I would 
be there. 

It was queer watching it all again from the side, feeling 
now I was part of it. Luckily the atmosphere was quite different 
from what it had been during the first house. The audience 
was now large, lively and responsive. The Colmars went very 
well, and had to take several calls. After the last one, little 
Nonie, excited and smiling and as if unaware of what she was 
doing, brushed past me, very close, though she could easily 
have avoided me, as the three men did. I felt as if sex had just 
been invented. As 1 stared after her, somebody muttered close 
to my car: ‘She’s done it to us all, chum. Take no notice.’ 

‘What?’ I turned, and saw it was Harry G. Burrard, in the 
same monstrous make-up and costume, waiting to go on. 

‘ Dee-doo — diddly — oodoo ,’ he sang as hard as he could. 

‘ Dee-doo-diddly-oodoo.' And, waving his arms, he made his noisy 
entrance. 

While he was still churning out his hoarse imbecilities, I found 
Uncle Nick, now the tall sinister magician again, standing by 
my side. 

‘Don’t enjoy him, do you, lad?’ 

‘No, I don’t.’ 

‘They don’t neither, not any more. His day’s done. They’re 
silly but not that silly — and now the poor bugger knows it.’ 
He moved away, as if to concent* r*te upon the entrance he 
would soon make. Behind Burrard’s front cloth — ‘in one’, 
as they called it — the Indian Temple had been set, and I saw 
that Hislop, Sam and Ben were now rapidly checking the props 
there, while Burrard, in a sweat, was frantically grinding out 
his last verses, "in ally he came rushing off, stamped his feet 
hard to add to the applause, rushed back as if everybody loved 
him, came off again and would have gone back once more if 
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the stage manager hadn’t stopped him. Then he stood near me, 
while the orchestra went into our Ballet Egyptien music, and I 
could hear him breathing hard. And I could see the terrible 
despair in his eyes. His day indeed was done. 

Though I knew how most of the tricks were worked ancl 
I was now watching it from the wings, I found Uncle Nick’s 
act even more impressive than I had done at the first house, 
seeing it from the front. This was chiefly because of the audience, 
whose gasps I could hear before the applause. And Uncle Nick 
himself seemed more adroit and more commanding, a master 
showman at ease in his own element, ft was there and then that 
I suddenly found myself possessed by a pride in and a loyalty 
to the act that never left me afterwards, no matter what T 
might think of my uncle or feel about life on the variety stage. 

He was called back several times, and finally he waved each 
hand negligently and then showed the audience two large 
bouquets. (They were of course made of artificial flowers that 
could be closely pressed and then folded into tiny packets, 
which w'ere released by a spring. A lot of these effects w ere used 
at the beginning of the act, and I was glad to learn that Sam and 
Ben were responsible between them for making sure tfiey were 
properly folded and that the springs were in good order.) As 
the curtain came down for the interval, Uncle Nick joined inr in 
the wings and must have noticed that I w as looking pleased. 

‘Went well, didn’t it?’* 

‘Wonderful,’ I told him. ‘Uncle Nick, I promise you here 
and now I’ll do everything I can for the act.’ 

He took off his turban. ‘I hate this dam’ thing. All right, 
Richard my lad, that’s a promise. Now you’re having your 
supper with us. Cissie told you, didn’t she? Right. Well, I’ve a 
man coming to sec me so I may be about an hour yet. You can 
make yourself useful, helping the others to make certain the 
props arc cleared, then you can watch some of the next half, if 
you haven’t had enough of it already, or go and have a drink — 
or do what you like. But don’t expect me to wait supper for 
you. Be up there before eleven, lad.’ 

Hislop showed me what he had to do, which wasn’t much 
because Sam and Ben did most of the work, but by the time I 
was free to return to my place in the wings, Ricano was on. 
I realised of course that at any moment I would see that girl 
Nancy again, and this time with no footlights (which I hadn’t 
learnt then to call ‘floats’) between us, but as fellow performers 
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backstage. I waited, half suffocated by excitement, which stayed 
with me even after I had told myself not to be a fool. And here 
I want to make the point, which may turn up again in these 
reminiscences, that I believe this excitement didn’t help to 
create my future relationship with Nancy, but that the rela- 
tionship, which already existed in some larger time, made itself 
felt to me, in my immediate narrower time, in the form of this 
strange excitement: the future was influencing the present. Of 
course I can’t prove this — even though the suffocating feeling 
vs as out of all proportion to anything I was conscious of— but it 
b what I believe. 

Then they w^re there, standing only a few feet away, both 
Nancy and her sister. They glanced at me, probably wondering 
who I was, so I nodded and smiled. They gave me a small nod 
and smile. Soon they ware joined by Bob Hodson, Susie’s 
husband, easy to distinguish from the other two ‘Gentlemen’, 
Ambrose and Esmond; and there was some whispering be- 
tween them. When Nancy, still as entrancing as she had seemed 
on the stage, g<x\ e me another look, and I smiled again, there 
w.is no answci in g smile, just a brief contemptuous stare before 
she turned aw ay. I felt humiliated, then angry. Who the blazes 
did she think she was? And what lies had Hodson been telling 
the m? 

I tried haid not to enjoy their act again, especially Nancy’s 
petformancc, but it didn’t work. It seemed all different, of 
course, now that I wasn’t seeing it from the front, and the 
magic gauh n was so mi*- h p lint and canvas and the moonlight 
and sunlight were so many colours in the battens, floats and 
perches. And now of course the delicious Nancy was no longer 
playing to me but — in every sense, as I remembered that last 
cold stare — away from me, happily bewitching any and every 
lout sitting in front, g iping at her legs. She came off the stage 
twice during the act but remained just out of sight of the 
audience, never even throwing a look in my direction. But even 
so, and though I still felt angry, the magic, belonging to some 
innocent Ma\ time of the world, t >ok hold again, though now 
instead of expanding with it, as I had done before, I didn’t feel 
happy but sort of ached, at it, as if already I was feeling shut 
out. 

They were mging and dancing, all five of them, their last 
number when ' ommy Beamish and Company arrived, bringing 
with them — for they were standing quite close to me — a reek 

29 



of whisky. This was certainly true of Tommy Beamish and Miss 
Blane, who were almost at my elbow. Hubert Courtenay, 
looking like a painted bishop, was out of smelling range. But 
it was not until Nancy and her sister were taking their final 
calls, in front of the curtain because the sets were now being 
changed, that I saw that Tommy Beamish was giving me a 
belligerent stare. 

‘ You one of the nuts? ’ he asked. 

‘I don’t think so, Mr Beamish.’ 

‘Want to come on in my sketch?’ 

‘No, of course not — ’ 

‘Then why don’t you take a walk? We don’t have to have 
you standing there, do we? Not a policeman or fireman, are 
you?’ 

‘Oh, stop it, Tommy,’ said Miss Blane. ‘He’s probably 
got a perfectly good reason for being here. Haven’t you?’ She 
said this to me, of course, giving me a smile that was also a 
little appeal for help. Her splendid dark eyes were anxious. 

‘If I’m in the way I’ll move,’ I told them both. ‘But I’ve 
just joined my uncle, Nick Ollanton — ’ 

‘One of my favourite colleagues, I don’t think,’ saic^Tommy 
Beamish sourly. ‘ I wish he’d vanish himself one of these nights — ’ 

‘Tommy, please!’ 

‘Oh — put a sock in it. Tommy, please /’ He lurched away, 
going nearer to where he would make his entrance. Courtenay, 
who opened their sketch with a telephone conversation, was 
now going on. 

‘I can’t stay,’ Miss Blane whispered hastily. ‘I’m on just 
after Tommy — ’ 

‘I know. I was in front at the first house. I thought Tommy 
was marvellous. You were good too, Miss Blane.’ 

‘Thank you, but it isn’t my kind of acting. What’s your 
name? ’ 

‘Dick Herncastle. I’m not really a pro. I’m trying to be a 
watercolour painter.’ 

‘You’re rather sweet. And you mustn’t mind Tommy. He’s 
being rather difficult tonight.’ A great roar of laughter reached 
us from the house. ‘ There! Listen to them. He’s probably feeling 
better already. I must get ready for my entrance.’ Her hand 
rested on my arm for a moment, then she hurried away. 

I didn’t stop to watch the sketch. I wasn’t in the mood for 
it, much as I admired Tommy Beamish, for I was feeling half 
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bewildered, half depressed. And it didn’t make me feel any 
better when shouts of laughter seemed to follow me out, until 
I turned the corner and went down the steps towards the stage 
door. Cissie Mapes was waiting there, looking rather forlorn. 
However, she brightened when she saw me, and began chat- 
tering at once about the act. 

‘I can’t tell you how glad I am that that Hislop’s going. 
He’s never liked me ’cos I showed him right from the start I 
wasn’t having any — you know what I mean. So if he could 
make it hard for me, in the act, he would — sly an’ mean as 
hell he is. You won’t have no trouble with Sam and Ben, 
they’re very reliable. Think about nothing but their work and 
betting on horses. Barney’s different of course, being a dwarf. 
I had trouble with him one time — though I never told Nick. 
You’ll have to watch him, Dick. He isn’t reliable, specially if 
he’s had a few drinks. I don’t think he’s all there, but you can’t 
blame him — poor little man. There never seem to be any 
women dwarfs for them. I’ve seen dozens of men but never a 
woman. I was on a bill once when there were six of ’em, in one 
of them knockabout sketches, and you couldn’t move for angry 
little men. Here’s Nick. You can tell he’s somebody, can’t you?’ 
And certainly in his immense overcoat, with a white silk scarf 
and the black trilby a little to one side, he looked impressive — 
in a rather theatrical style. 

Quarter of an hour later we w r erc eating stcak-and-kidney 
pie and welsh rarebit, and drinking champagne, in the back 
room of their digs, wl <~h had signed photographs of variety 
stars round the walls, too much heavy furniture, and an 
enormous fire from which it w is impossible to escape. When 
Uncle Nick had lit a cigar and I had brought out my pipe, 
Gissie, who was hot, flushed and excited, began: ‘Now, Dick, 
you must tell us what you felt, your first day in variety — ’ 

‘No, he mustn’t,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘And you get off to bed, 
girl.’ 

‘Oh— Nick— why?’ 

‘Don’t argue. Pop off.’ 

She got up slowly, her w'cak pretty face sagging, looking 
ready to cry, and then without a word hurried out. Uncle 
Nick filled his glass and poured a little more champagne into 
mine. Ther • ’ gave me a sardonic look. ‘I can read you like 
a book, lad. Poor little Cissie! Brutal old Nick! That’s what 
you’re saying to yourself, isn’t it? ’ 
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‘Well, uncle, I must say you did seem a bit hard on her — ’ 

‘Let’s settle this now, lad. Cissie Mapcs has got the best 
job she’s ever had or ever will have. I pay her board and lodging, 
so the four pounds a week she gets is mostly pocket money. 
She’s in clover. She’s just about enough sense to come in out 
of the rain. When she listens to me, with her mouth wide open, 
more than half the time she doesn’t know what I’m talking 
about. And I don’t keep her on because of what she lets me have 
upstairs. It’ll do but I’ve had better — much better. The point 
is, though she looks all right in her Indian costumes, not thin 
at all, she’s actually got very small bohes, so she can squeeze 
herself into half the space the audience thinks she needs. If 
she couldn’t, I’d have her out of the act — sharp. And she 
wouldn’t be staying on upstairs neither. But I must warn you, 
lad, that when I do want my greens I don’t fancy other fellows’ 
leavings. So don’t start any messing about there.’ 

‘You don’t need to warn me, Uncle Nick. To begin with, 
I’m not interested- 

‘Too early to say that. She hasn’t got to w'ork on you yet. 
And she will. You’re a good-looking lad, and she doesn’t get 
enough from me. Besides, ihey like a bit of sentiment. Oh — 
she’ll be having a try soon. And don’t look so disgusted, Richatd. 
Start facing the facts, even when they begin to look nasty. 
You’re thinking I’m a hard man, aren’t you?’ 

‘I only said — ’ 

‘Well, I am. It wasn’t easy getting to where I am now. First 
I had to turn myself into a good mechanic and learn a few 
tricks. Then I had to persuade that old German, Krausser, w r ho 
did an Indian illusionist act, called himself Bimba-Bamba, to 
take me on, after I’d repaired one or two things for him, when 
he was appearing at the Palace, Bruddersford. He looked a 
nice kind old man, but in fact he turned out to be a slave-driving 
bastard, and I had three years of it, waiting for the stroke that 
killed him. Then I’m living on bread and marge and tea in a 
Clapham basement, working out the new act and wearing out 
my britches’ arse at the agents’. So it’s hard coming up. But 
that’s not all. Touring in variety can easily be a very sloppy life. 
You can come into it a man and end up as a poached egg. And 
women are ready to do the poaching. We have to have ’em — 
we’re made that way, if we’re normal — but they’re bom soft- 
eners and entanglcrs, and the only way to stop ’em is to be short 
and brutal with ’em whenever you feel like it.’ 
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‘But couldn’t you be missing something?’ 

He regarded me, over his cigar, with a kind of genial con- 
tempt. ‘You’re just out of die egg, lad. I like to use my intelli- 
gence and look after myself, and I advise you to do the same. Of 
course you won’t be very popular. You probably know already 
that I’m not. I don’t mean with the public but with our dear 
fellow art-eests — eh? ’ 

‘No, they don’t seem to like you very much, Uncle Nick.’ 
I could have added that I didn’t care for him very much myself 
in this mood, but I didn’t. 

‘They know I despise ’em, lad. And I think if I was doing 
anything else on that stage but an illusion act, I’d despise 
myself. No wonder so many of these comedians drink themselves 
into the rats. After pretending for years to be even sillier than 
the halfwits out in front, they hate living with themselves. But 
I’m cleverer than the public. Also, I’m an honest illusionist. 
I mean by that, I’m frankly doing it for their amusement, not 
like these big illusionists in Westminster, Whitehall and the 
City, expensive bloody hypocrites. But of course most people — 
and specially if they’re English — want to be deceived. They’ll 
meet you more than half way. Now I don’t think you’ve seen 
this — it’s rather neat.’ 

He brought out a metal tube about three inches long, and 
into it he jammed what remained of his cigar, together with a 
lot of ash. Then lie fitted a screw cap on to the tube, placed it 
between us, grinned at me and said: ‘Hocus-pocus and Hitchy 
Koo! Now you can unscrew that cap and find the cigar and 
the ash.’ And of course they weren’t there, and when I tipped 
up the tube a lot of gilded pellets rolled out of it. 

‘Ashes to gold, lad,’ said Uncie Nick complacently, scooping 
up the pellets. 

‘I must say I don’t see — ’ 

‘You won’t, lad, I never explain these pocket tricks of mine, 
though there’s no real money in ’em. But a man has to have a 
hobby — and these pocket tricks are mine.’ He emptied his glass 
and then carefully filled it with what was left of the champagne. 
Even now I can recall quite clearly his long dark face, not as 
sallow as usual because of the wine and the heat of the room, 
which was making me sweat; and I can catch the sudden 
melancholy of his look as he raised his eyes from the glass, to 
talk to me. *1 ouble with a man like me — intelligent, not easily 
taken in, able to see through people — is that he soon gets bored. 
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Everything becomes a bit stale. That’s why I’m glad you’ve 
joined me, Richard. I can talk to you.’ 

I nodded and smiled, doing my best, though I didn’t feel 
much like nodding and smiling. 

‘Yes, I know people by this time. They’re mostly a lot of 
lost animals, who happen to know they were born and that soon 
they’ll die and be forgotten. They know it but they don’t want 
to think about it. That’s where the illusions come in — the 
honest ones like mine, to amuse ’em, and all the big bloody 
lies still waiting for ’em outside when our show’s over.’ For a 
moment or two he stared sombrely no* at me but somewherk 
past me. Then he seemed almost to whisper. * Last year I played 
two weeks at the London Coliseum. One night an old Hindoo 
was brought round to see me. A fellow from the India Office 
brought him. I had to tell them I’d never been near India. But 
I said to the old Hindoo — who smiled all the time, never 
stopped — that if anything was badly wrong in my act, I’d try 
to get it put right. Well, still smiling, he mentioned one or two 
things, and I made a note of ’em. Then he talked, smiling 
away.’ 

‘What about?’ I asked, after waiting a moment^ for my 
uncle to go on with his talc. 

‘What about? Bloody horrors, mostly. Smiling all the time 
too. I’m not easily frightened, but he gave me the cold shivers. 
Fire, fury and bloody murder everywhere, and he talked about 
it all as if he was a kid at a magic lantern show.’ 

‘But what — ’ 

‘Some other time, lad.’ He got up. ‘My fault, I know — I 
shouldn’t have started what I wasn’t ready to finish. But you’ll 
have to wait. Or give it a permanent miss. Now push off, lad. 
We’ve talked enough for one night.’ 

He meant that he had, for I had hardly been allowed to 
finish one remark. Clearly he was annoyed with himself, 
and in another minute would be annoyed with me, so off I 
went. And as I crept up Mrs Michael’s stairs, I felt I had 
arrived at the end of a gigantic crowded day. 
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The following Sunday afternoon, November 2nd 1913, 
found me on a train going from Newcastle to Edinburgh, our 
next date. This was no Scotch Express but a slow, stopping 
train, a typical Sunday afternoon job. We seemed to crawl 
through the drizzle, not really going anywhere. Uncle Nick 
and Cissie were doing the journey by car, but I had to take the 
train that was carrying all our gear. It was an important part 
of my work to make sure that our stuff — and there was plenty 
of it, what with the temple set, all the mechanical effects, all 
the props and costumes — was taken out of one theatre and 
then safely deposited in the next. I was also more or less re- 
sponsible for Sam and Ben Hayes and Barney — especially 
Barney. But I was not worried about him on this afternoon, 
because I knew that the three of them were in the next carriage 
playing nap. I had a carriage to myself, the train, which had no 
corridors, no dining-car, no anything, being almost empty. 
This seemed a good time to think about things, to take stock, 
to ask myself a few questions. 

I had taken over from Hislop in the act on Thursday, 
though only for the first house, but then had gone on for both 
houses on Friday and Saturday. Feeling a fool in the Indian 
make-up and costume, when I appeared for the first time on 
the Thursday, I had a lew panicky seconds when I reached the 
illuminated and searching area of the stage, but I soon re- 
covered. Indeed, Cissie and Sam Hayes told me I was better 
than Hislop, who had always been inclined to be slapdash, 
whereas I am naturally careful in the way I handle things, as a 
painter should be. Even Uncle Nick, who didn’t like praising 
anybody, threw me a few words of thanks after the final show 
on Saturday. Of course the business of getting all our stuff out 
and away was quite new to me, but Sam and Ben Hayes helped 
me. They had looked sideways at me at the beginning of the 
week, chiefly because I was the boss’s nephew and might go 
telling tales, but by the end of the week they had accepted 
me and volunteered to help with the move to Edinburgh. 

Right to tne end I was always glad that I had Sam and 
Ben Hayes working with me, but we never became friends. 
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There are some people who never seem quite real, and Sam 
and Ben were like that. I couldn’t imagine what they were 
like when they were by themselves. Their build and features 
were almost identical, and they spoke in exactly the same way, 
with a strong West Riding accent and hardly moving their 
lips, as if they might have been ventriloquists. All this, and the 
stiff way they held themselves, made them seem as if they be- 
longed to some special race of wooden people. They were 
very conscientious, completely dependable, and, so far as they 
can be said to have enjoyed anything, I think they enjoyed their 
work. Outside it they gave all their attention to horse-racing. 
The only papers I ever saw them reading were racing papers, 
which they would study slowly and solemnly together, before 
placing their next bets. When and how they did their betting 
I never knew, and I never saw them depressed by their losses or 
elated after a win. There didn’t seem to be any fun in it for 
them; they took it all, if anything, even more heavily and 
seriously than they did their work; and when I came upon them 
in a pub, as I did occasionally, they would be muttering over 
their pints to other solemn punters. It was just as if they be- 
longed to some strange religion. I doubt if they would have 
played cards, as they were doing on that train to Edinburgh, if 
Barney hadn’t insisted on a game of nap. 

I can see Barney clearly even now, after more than fifty 
years. The biggest thing about him was his forehead, enormous 
and bulging. When only his face was visible, he looked like 
a peevish philosopher. His arms were not too short and were 
in fact quite strong, but his legs might have belonged to a 
thrce-ycar-old. He was very nimble and could scuttle around, 
on and off the stage, on his tiny legs; but he wasn’t young, 
probably about forty (this was Uncle Nick’s guess, and he knew 
him better than I did), and though he pretended to be more en- 
ergetic than the rest of us, there were odd times when I caught 
sight of him collapsed in some comer, just a big sad head. It 
was easy to feel sorry for him, though he resented any sign of it, 
but not easy to like him. As if to prove that he was a man and 
not a freak or goblin, he overdid everything in an irritating way. 
If people were angry and shouting, he wanted to be the angriest 
and shout the loudest. If they were larking about, he would 
insist upon making the biggest fool of himself. If things looked 
bad, he would make them look worse. If he could find a pub 
where he could stand on a chair and be accepted as one of the 
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company, without any pointing and guffaws, then he would 
want to stand rounds he could not afford and soon drink more 
than was good for him, for being so small he couldn’t really take 
very much. It was rather depressing to spend much time with 
him because he was like a goblin caricature of a man, making 
you feel what fools we all are. 

Luckily for him, perhaps — there is a doubt here because he 
had had no education and could barely read or write — he 
had been born and brought up in a fairground, and had spent 
all his life in one or another kind of show business — fairs, 
circuses, pantomimes, variety. He was very moody, sometimes 
sulkily silent for days, sometimes wanting to talk too much, 
in a jerky and spluttery fashion, not pleasant to listen to; and 
when in an excitedly reminiscent vein he was apt to boast and 
tell obvious lies. He always kept quiet and watchful when Uncle 
Nick was around, not just because Uncle Nick was the boss 
but also because he was deeply afraid of him, as if he felt Uncle 
Nick really was a magician. He knew I wasn’t, and as I tried 
to deal with him as if he were just another man and not a freak, 
he took to me, and insisted — though this was later on — upon 
going along with me when I went out sketching. He would never 
try any drawing or painting himself, though I kept on telling 
him he ought, but was fascinated by what I did. He became, 
so to speak, part of the sketching act, and though there was litde 
he could do to help me, he fussed around in a self-important 
manner. If too many children came to look, he would drive 
them away, like an infuriated gnome. But I am getting too far 
ahead, for all this was much later. 

However, even during this first week in Newcastle, I had 
made a start, had begun fixing a pattern I followed through- 
out the tour. If it was fine, I went out with a sketch-book. 
If it was wet or too cold to sit about, I would go to the 
local art gallery or ask to see some art books in the Reference 
Library. The beauty of this job, as I had realised from the first, 
was that it left me with most of my days free, so that I could 
keep on with what I really wanted to do. (I was also beginning 
to save about three pounds out of the five I was being paid 
every week.) Sprawling in the carriage I had to myself on that 
slow train to Edinburgh, feeling snug in there out of the after- 
noon’s chill drizzle and with the navy cut in my pipe burning 
nicely, I thought of all the free days ahead and all the gold 
sovereigns I would be saving, preferring this cosy rumination 
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to the two Sunday papers I had bought, which seemed to be 
making some fuss about Winston Churchill and Admiral von 
Tirpitz. Then we crawled into the station at Berwick-on-Tweed. 
I opened the carriage door, but then decided against getting 
out to stretch my legs, re-lit my pipe and, as my reverie had 
been broken, picked up one of the papers. After a minute or two, 
hearing the guard’s whistle, I looked up to see if I had closed 
the door. I hadn’t, and the train was now creeping out of the 
station. I had just time to help somebody in, banging the 
door behind him as the train gathered speed. The carriage 
seemed to be full of yellow-greempurple tweed overcoat, 
together with some gasping and wheezing. It was Harry G. 
Burrard, Eccentric Comedian. 

‘Thanks, cully,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Might have had to spend 
half the bleeding night there. Got out to try to send a wire. 
An’ what a hope I had! Lost me titfer into the bargain.’ 

‘Lost your what?’ 

‘Don’t show your ignorance, cully. Titfer — otherwise tit-for- 
tat — otherwise hat. Made special too — West End. Harry G. 
Burrard has everything made special. That’s me, cully — the 
one and only Harry G. Burrard.’ He was now stretched out 
on the opposite side, with only his too-black dyed hair and his 
long bony face emerging from that monstrous overcoat. But he 
pulled out of the nearer pocket an unusually large flask, pigskin 
and gold, which he offered me. ‘ How about a little of what you 
fancy, cully? No? Then excuse me, Sir Marmaduke.’ He took 
a long pull at it, closing his eyes. The smell of whisky seemed to 
warm the carriage. When he opened his eyes, which were small 
and almost a yellow ochre, he stared at me rather suspiciously. 

‘Seen you before somewhere, cully, haven’t I?’ 

‘Of course you have. Newcastle Empire. I’ve just joined 
Nick Ollanton. As a matter of fact he’s my uncle.’ 

Burrard pulled a face. ‘ He’s a pal, that bugger, I don’t think. 
Told me to me face — where was it? — Manchester? — he didn’t 
want to follow me on the bill and he was going to tell head 
office. Did he?’ 

‘He’s never said anything to me about it, Mr Burrard — ’ 

‘Harry to you, cully. Can’t blame you if he’s your uncle. 
I’ve had uncles I wouldn’t be seen dead with. One old sod got 
fifteen years. How d’you like being in variety?’ 

‘It’s all right so far.’ 

'All right? Don’t make me laugh. I’ve had thirty years of 
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it — twenty of ’em at top money — but now I don’t recognise it, 
don’t know where the hell I am. Sometimes I think I’m going 
on in Lapland or somewhere. In the old days I’d play four or 
five halls a night — London of course — and it took it out of you 
— but you were on — bingo bango — then you were off, on to the 
next house — and if you were half-pissed, so were they — and 
you were all pals, having a night out. Now they sit on their 
hands and hope for death — and so do you. It isn’t the same 
thing, cully. It’s another bleeding world. I’m shouting my head 
off to a lot of strangers. Remind me to show you some of the old 
programmes. I look at ’em and wonder what happened and 
wheie it went all wrong. Twenty-five acts,’ he shouted hoarsely, 
his eyes gleaming, * and where are they? I’d be on the bill with 
Dan Leno, Herbert Campbell, Dutch Daly, Albert Chevalier, 
Jenny Hill and Lottie Collins. There aren’t women like that any 
more. They’d arrest ’em on sight in Brum now. What have 
we got in this bill — y’know, for a short time? I don’t go looking 
for it any more — your age I was a bleeding stallion — but I like 
to know there’s a nice piece of it handy. Well, where is it with 
this lot? Ollanton — your uncle — he’s got himself fixed up. So 
has Tommy Beamish, though I’ll bet it’s all so West End and 
refined, he doesn't know when it’s happening. What’s left for 
you and me, cully? Them song-and-dancc sisters are so lah-di- 
dah they won’t give you the time of day. They don’t belong in 
variety anyhow, that lot — they ought to be on the end of a very 
refined exclusive bloody pier, they ought. And all you got 
left is that little Frenchif* — Nonie — lovely legs, bum and tits — 
and looks hotter than mustard — and asking for it. Am I right, 
rully? ’ 

‘I’d say you were, Harry, but 1 don’t really know her.’ 

He took another pull at his flask before replying, then 
wagged a finger at me. ‘Don’t waste your time trying there, 
young fella-me-lad. Tell you what she is — little Nonie — she’s 
Moss’s Empire Number One cock-teaser, she is. And if some- 
body doesn’t jump on her soon and put a bun in her oven, 
she’s going to play her little game once too often — you mark 
my words, cully. Lot of people think I don’t notice much. I 
notice everything. I don’t say much, but I don’t miss anything. 
I see things you’ve no idea of, cully.’ 

‘What, for instance?’ I didn’t really want to know; I was 
just making conversation. 

He looked very cunning, then leant forward and spoke in 
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a whisper. ‘They’re sending people round all the time now. 
Nobody notices ’em but me. But that’s partly why everything’s 
going wrong. These people they’re sending round are doing it. 
On the quiet of course, all on the quiet. I noticed one last 
night — front row — big black moustache. I can tell ’em at a 
glance. Here — listen.’ He beckoned me closer. ‘There’s one on 
this train. He knew I spotted him. They don’t like it, of course. 
Send in a report: Harry Burrard again — wire instructions. And they 
pass the word on, wherever we’re going — Edinburgh, Aberdeen, 
Glasgow: Give Burrard the bird. Of course it won’t work — the 
public won’t have it — still an old favourite. But give ’em time 
and it’ll work. And then, where am I?’ He was shouting now. 
‘Where am I? Finished, cully, finished! Well up a bleeding 
gum tree! I wouldn’t even get a licence for a boozer. All right, 
I’m getting excited. But so would you be if you knew half of 
what I know. Look — when we get to Edinburgh — keep close to 
me and I’ll give you the office. The one that gets off this train 
— I’ll show him to you, no pointing, just a nudge — he’ll meet 
another of ’em who’ll be on the platform — you’ll see.’ 

But what I did see, there and then, was that Harry G. 
Burrard, Eccentric Comedian, was already half b^rmy. He 
dropped off to sleep long before we reached Edinburgh, and 
as soon as the train stopped I hurried out, after giving him 
a shake, to collect Sam and Ben and then to make sure all our 
stuff was taken out of the van. By the time everything had been 
taken care of, it was quite late, and when I finally arrived at the 
digs, which I was sharing with Uncle Nick and Cissie that week, 
there was nobody in the place still up except Cissie, who 
explained where my bedroom was and then brought me my 
supper from the kitchen. 

‘Nick went off to bed, properly fed up,’ she explained. ‘He 
forgot to bring any champagne. Nothing to drink, so he’s been 
snapping my head off. What’s been happening to you, Dick? 
Did you meet any nice girls on the train?’ 

‘No, I had Harry G. Burrard instead.’ And over supper I 
told her what he had said. 

Cissie looked worried. ‘D’you think there are these people 
they’re sending round?* 

‘Now, don’t you start, Cissie. Of course there aren’t. What 
people? And who’s supposed to be sending ’em? No, it’s all 
barmy stuff. He’s just quietly going dotty, poor old Burrard.’ 

She didn’t say anything until I’d finished supper. Then 
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when I stood up, she came closer, gripped my arm and whis- 
pered: ‘Don’t tell Nick — I mean about poor Burrard. He hates 
him enough already — and has complained about us having to 
follow him — says he sends them out to the bar — and if Nick 
knew about this, he’d have Burrard out of the bill before you 
could say Jack Robinson. I mean, he’s not dangerous , is he? 
Just going soft — um? ’ 

I pulled a chair close to what was left of the fire — they 
didn’t pile coal on in Edinburgh as they did in Newcastle — and 
lit my pipe. Gissie sat on a cushion near the other end of the 
fender. She gave me a smiling and rather moist glance of 
approval. I think she had been crying just before I arrived, and 
now she felt better. ‘Y’know, Dick, I can feel cosy with you. 
They’re always talking now about what women want — votes 
and all that — but one thing most of us want is to feel cosy with 
somebody — ’ 

The door opened, and she was up in a flash. Uncle Nick 
was wearing a scarlet silk dressing-gown; he looked pale and 
rumpled; there was a glitter of bad temper in his eyes. 

‘Off to bed, girl — sharp!’ Then when she had hurried past 
him, he gave me a hard look. ‘Late, weren’t you, lad?’ 

‘I was as quick as I could be, uncle. There’s no hurry in 
Scotland on Sunday nights, it seems. And I wasn’t spinning 
anything out, not when I was feeling famished.’ 

‘Well, you’re here. Get off to bed.’ 

I might be only twenty and new to everything, but I wasn’t 
having this. It didn’t reai-y matter to him when I went to bed, 
but he was going to be the boss in everything and didn’t want 
me to have any will of my own. But I wasn’t another Cissie 
Mapes. I returned his hard stare. 

‘Why should I, Uncle Nick? I don’t want to go straight to 
bed when I’ve only just had my supper. I want to have a smoke 
and let it settle.’ 

‘Don’t forget you have to take that band call in the mom* 
ing.’ 

‘I’m not forgetting. And after all it’s not so late.’ 

‘They think it is here. But finish your pipe if you have to. 
And don’t make a noise upstairs.’ He was very curt, and didn’t 
say Good night. I stayed down there only about another ten 
minutes, mostly on principle. I remembered my mother saying — 
indeed, almost boasting — that all the Ollantons were self- 
willed and obstinate. Well, I was half an Ollanton. 
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Next morning i was out of the house by eight o’clock, long 
before Uncle Nick was visible. I did what I had to do backstage, 
except for the band call of course, not due to start until about 
eleven, and then took some time off to look at Edinburgh. It 
was a raw morning but there was sopie pale sunlight, here and 
there brushing the stone with a faint gold; and I walked about 
the beautiful old city, the first I had ever seen, in an enchant- 
ment. Princes Street was still unspoilt then, before the multiple 
stores had invaded it. I stared up at the Castle and at Calton 
Hill as if I were in a dream world. For an hour or so I was all 
painter, wondering how this air and stone, these warm and cold 
greys, sepias and sudden blacks, could ever be captured by a 
minimum of line and maximum of broad washes; and I almost 
forgot I had anything to do with the variety stage, which any- 
how seemed utterly remote fiom this scene. But as I am not 
writing here about my life as a painter, I will lingw no moie 
among those delectable first glimpses but take myself, excited 
and happy, straight back to the stage door. 

It was all a wild confusion on and around the stage, with 
sets going up and props being unpacked and the stage manager 
and the electricians shouting at one another and the cleaners 
banging about in front and the orchestra coming in and tuning 
up and the performers arriving and greeting each other or 
trying to attract the attention of the stage manager and the 
electricians or sorting out their band parts. As I roamed around 
I told myself I wanted to get to know everybody and be friendly, 
but I knew that what I really wanted was to see little Nancy 
Ellis and, failing her, the tantalising Nonie Colmar and the 
splendidly dark-eyed, arm-touching Miss Julie Blane. Sex not 
friendship was the luie. 

Here I feel I ought to say something about our sexual feelings 
in those days before the First War. It will, I hope, save a lot of 
explanation later. As everybody knows, ever since then, cer- 
tainly in this country, sex has come more and more out into the 
open, and at the same time there has obviously been more and 
more sexual titillation, in stage shows, films, advertising. But 
what many people, especially public moralists, don’t realise is 
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that this has cut both ways. The new freedom, even with all the 
new titillation thrown in, has released an amount of sexual 
feeling that was, so to speak, unhealthily dammed up in those 
days. Because less sex came out, there was all the more of it 
inside, haunting and tantalising the imagination. It was all the 
more mysterious and fascinating. You can say that because the 
girls in 1913 wore so many clothes, covering them from top to 
toe, we wondered all the oftener and harder what they would 
be like without those clothes. There was a kind of stifling ex- 
citement about the whole thing that I imagine hardly exists 
now. I was a fairly normal youth then, neither particularly 
prudish nor lecherous, but the atmosphere was such — and I 
'hink now it was a suffocating and unhealthy atmosphere — 
that I spent half my mental life prowling uneasily on the edge 
of sexual discovery and revelation. It made sex much more a 
delicious thing in itself — Cissie’s ‘naughty but nice’ line, which 
was very common then — and much less a natural urge to be 
satisfied within a relationship, than it is now. On the stage, of 
course, it was all more free-and-easy and the girls showed as 
much of themselves as they were allowed to do — and as a rule 
they had uncommonly good figures— but all this was happening 
within the strict general rules, which made it all the more 
raffish and exciting. I don’t say that when I accepted Uncle 
Nick’s offer to join him, I had sex in mind, but I did very soon 
find myself infected by a confused sexual excitement, an in- 
creasing sense of anticipation, that made hypocritical bosh out 
of my pretence that I wa ted to get to know everybody and be 
friendly. All I really cared about were the two girls and the 
woman. 

At this band call the acts were ’aken roughly in the run nin g 
order of the programme. I was watching Colmar lose his tem- 
per again and thump the stage when I found somebody standing 
very close to me. It was Nonie, now muffled in a long coat and 
skirt but still somehow suggesting a lot of sex. She had greenish 
eyes, an absurdity of a nose, and a ripe underlip, which she 
pushed out at the least provocation. 4 My oncle,’ she said, smiling, 
‘ always is angry with orchestra.’ 

‘And my uncle won’t even come and speak to conductors.* 

‘Oo is ’e — your oncle?’ 

I told her wfto he was and who I was. 

‘You are afraid of eem?’ 

I said, truthfully enough, that I wasn’t. Why, was she? 
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She came closer still, so that I could smell her perfume and felt 
her breast against my arm. She whispered — and I can’t bother 
with her broken English — that I must be very brave because 
everybody she knew, except perhaps her own uncle, was 
afraid of Uncle Nick. It was not, I gathered, simply because he 
was severe and occasionally bad-tempered, which would have 
been reasonable enough, but because she and a few mysterious 
others she didn’t name really confused him with his act and 
felt that he might have some sinister magical power. And all 
the time she was telling me this, she kept as close as she could, 
and ended by jiggling hot little fingers inside the stiff collar I 
was wearing. But then she moved quickly away: her uncle had 
ended his battle with the conductor. 

With his monstrous overcoat hanging loose and wearing a 
tweed cap with its peak raised high above his long, melancholy 
face, Burrard was staring down at the conductor. 

‘Now look, Harry old man,’ the conductor was saying, ‘wc 
could play these numbers of yours in our sleep. So don’t worry. 
And when are you going to get some new numbers?’ 

‘Who told you to say that?’ Burrard demanded angiily. 

‘What do you mean, old man?’ 

‘I’m just asking you a civil question, that’s all, a civil ques- 
tion,’ Burrard shouted. 

‘All right, let’s get on with it, Harry.’ He tapped with his 
baton. ‘Same Entrance and Till Ready.’ 

When Burrard came off and I moved forward, he stopped 
me. ‘You ought to have waited for me yesteiday at the station, 
cully. I could have shown you if you’d given me a chance. 
There were three of ’em. There’s one outside now. Want to 
see?’ 

‘No, I’m on next.’ And I had to push past him. There was 
the same grumble there had been at Newcastle about our band 
parts, and I made up my mind to tell Uncle Nick we ought to 
replace them — and if possible improve our music. Seeing I 
was young and green, the conductor, who probably disliked 
Uncle Nick as much as Uncle Nick was ready to dislike him, 
took it out of me and several times made me look silly, so 
that I heard some sniggers both from the orchestra pit and the 
wings. I was sweating when it was over, so I went down to the 
stage door, not to leave the theatre but just to cool off. On the 
stairs I bumped into Bob Hodson, who was hurrying up, afraid 
that he might be late for his call. ‘See if there are any for us, 
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Nancy,’ he was shouting over his shoulder. This could only 
mean she was down there, asking for letters. So I stopped at the 
cubby-hole, waited until she had been handed several letters, 
and then enquired rather grandly on behalf of the whole 
Ganga Dm company. And there were in fact two for Uncle 
Nick, and I took them, though he had never asked me so far to 
collect his correspondence. 

‘Good morning, Miss Ellis,’ I said, all bright and chummy, 
though my heart was pounding away. 

She looked up from the letter she was reading. It was the 
first time I had seen her face clearly, without make-up and 
stage lighting. Her eyes weren’t blue but a warm grey. How- 
ever, it wasn’t warm for me. She gave me a cold stare, tilted 
her nose and chin, and without a word turned away and went 
up the stairs. I heard a light easy laugh from somebody whose 
arrival I hadn’t noticed. 

‘Good morning, Mr — what is it? — Herncastle,’ Miss 
Blanc said, smiling. ‘What have you done to her?' 

‘That’s what I’m wondciing, Miss Blane. She snubbed me 
the other night, but I thought I'd try again.’ 

‘I don’t blame you. She’s an attractive child. Just a moment.’ 
And she enquired about letters. ‘Were you about to run away — 
to hide your blushes — poor boy? If not, come up to my dressing- 
room. God! — I’m tired.’ She slipped a hand under my arm as 
w'e w'ent upstairs. ‘We went to a party last night — yes, they 
have parties even in Edinburgh on Sunday — and poor Tommy's 
still out. That’s why I’ve come down lor this wretched band 
call. If you’d told me five years ago I’d be cieeping down on a 
Monday morning to tell a music-hall orchestra what to do, 
I’d have — well, something outrageous. What did yoi say your 
name was, my dear? ' 

‘Herncastle — ’ 

‘No, I’m not so stupid. Your other name.’ 

‘Richard. Dick.’ 

‘Yes, and you want to be a painter. Now — where am I? 
Along here, I think. Yes, here we are.’ 

In the dressing-room I saw her clearly for the first time, as I 
had just seen Nancy Ellis. I realise now that Julie Blane had 
run out of luck from the very start because she had been bom 
twenty years too soon. She had nothing of the cow-eyed, 
dimpled, pink-and-white prettiness still admired, especially 
on the stage, in 1913, whereas twenty years later, when the 
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Garbos and Hepburns filled the screens (and Julie Blane was 
dead and forgotten), she might have taken a place beside them. 
She had a broad if rather low forehead, finely arched eyebrows, 
wide and delicately padded cheekbones with hollows below 
them, a slightly curved longish nose, a wide and flexible, thin- 
lipped mouth. She caught me staring at her in the mirror below 
which she had been setting out some things. 

‘Don’t stare so hard,’ she said, turning round. ‘I’m a hundred 
years old this morning. And I never was pretty.’ 

‘No, you’re not pretty — ’ 

‘Gallant Dick Herncastle — ’ 

‘You’re beautiful, Miss Blane.’ 

‘Nonsense! But if you’re going to work so hard, flattering me, 
you might as well call me Julie.' 

‘ I’m not flattering you. I wasn’t thinking about pleasing you. 
In a sense I wasn’t considering you at all,’ I went on stubbornly. 
‘I was looking at your face as a kind of object — and then I saw 
that it was beautiful.’ 

‘A-ha! The artist speaks.’ 

‘Well, I’m not much of a painter yet. Don’t pretend to be. 
But even so, I am a painter — and I see with a painter’s eye.’ 

‘And talk like a solemn young goose. Come here.’ When I 
did, she kissed me on the lips but only lightly and briefly. 
‘Thank you, Dick. We Qught to be going down, I suppose. 
The band hasn’t to do much for us — I’ve only three cues for the 
conductor — but Tommy insists on just the right tempo for his 
entrance and he ought to be here to see to it himself. But I felt 
I couldn’t wake him up. Let’s go, then, Dick.* 

‘You also happen to have a beautiful voice,’ I said, or almost 
growled, as we went along the corridor. 

‘At it again, are you? Well, I do think I have a nice voice, 
but there isn’t much happen about it. Training and hard work, 
Dick dear. For two years I was the pet slave of a wonderful old 
actress. Now about this girl — Nancy Who’s-it — who’s snubbing 
you so fiercely — have you fallen in love with her, poor boy?’ 

‘Not yet. Too soon. But I think I easily might. What’s the 
matter with her? What am I supposed to have done? She doesn’t 
know me.’ 

‘No, of course not. But I think I can put you out of your 
misery. I fancy it was something your uncle said about their 
act, which I find rather charming — even though the men are so 
awful.’ 
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*1 do too.* 

‘Especially your little Nancy. She could go a long way if 
she wanted to. But she doesn’t, her sister told me. It’s the sister 
and her husband — a silly fellow — who are ambitious. Appar- 
ently Nancy isn’t at all— -doesn’t even like being on the stage. 
Odd, isn’t it, when she obviously has most of the talent in that 
act?’ 

I heard some giggling in a corner when we got down to 
the stage level. There, capering in front of Nonie, was Barney, 
our dwarf. His back was turned to me and I didn’t call out to 
him. 

‘One of your Indian colleagues, isn’t he, Dick?’ said Julie, 
sweetly malicious. Then, lowering her voice: ‘I keep telling 
myself that I ought to feel sorry for him, but I can’t help think- 
ing he’s a horrid little creature. And I always feel that girl’s a 
vicious little thing. But perhaps you find her exciting. I know 
Tommy rather fancied her at the beginning of the tour. Listen 
— no, they’ve not quite finished yet. If you’d like to wait, Dick 
— and I shan’t be long — we might have a drink, something I 
could more than do with this very minute. Would you like me 
to tell your hard-hearted little Nancy that the sins of the uncle 
should not be visited upon the innocent and admiring nephew?’ 

‘No, thank you, Julie. But I should like to wait and have that 
drink with you.’ 

As she went on-stage, Bob Hodson came off and marched 
straight up to me. He was wearing a loosely-cut suit of Harris 
tweed, the hairy kind that seems to have disappeared but was 
very popular then with men like Hodson. And, for that matter, 
he had ihe kind of looks, seen often on the stage then, that 
suddenly vanished about fifty years ago: dark curly hair parted 
in the middle; a square ruddy face, with not much nose but a 
big chin that he jutted out as far as it would go; he was a sort of 
romantic sketch in grease paint of a naval officer. And though I 
couldn’t have produced any evidence for my belief, I knew for 
certain he was an empty man. 

‘Look here, Ollanton,’ he began. 

‘My name’s not Ollanton, it’s Herncastle.’ 

‘Well, Herncastle then. You’re annoying my sister-in-law, 
Miss ElUs — ’ 

‘Annoying her? All I’ve done is to say Good morning to her. 
She can get over that, can’t she? ’ 

‘She doesn’t want to speak to you, so don’t speak to her.' 
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‘Oh— push off!’ 

‘How would you like a punch on the nose?’ 

‘Try it and see.’ And I gave him a hard stare. I was no 
bruiser, but then neither was he. Besides, I might be young and 
silly but I wasn’t empty. 

‘Well, just leave her alone in future, Horncastle — ’ 

‘Hemcastle. You might as well get it right before you call 
in the police.’ 

He marched away, trying hard to fill that suit and to show 
me a grimly determined back. I didn’t feel angry with him, 
an officious ass, but I was furious with Nancy Ellis for running 
to this idiot with a complaint about me. This was worse than 
her snubbing tactics. I chased her out of my mind. No more time 
and attention to be wasted on any thought of silly little Nancy 
Ellis. 

‘Well now,’ said Julie Blane, ‘we’ll have that drink. I’ve 
been here before — not with Tommy but when I was a real 
actress on tour — and there’s quite a pleasant place where we 
all used to go, not too far from here.’ 

On our way, I asked her what Tommy Beamish was really 
like. ‘I think he’s a wonderful comedian,’ I added. ‘I’ve 
admired him for years. So I had a shock when he was so rude 
and bad-tempered — you probably don’t remember — buj, it was 
my first night backstage — ’ 

‘Oh — I remember only too well. You only had a minute 
of him — I’d several hellish hours. He was angry because that 
Monday first house was so bad. He thought the Newcastle 
Empire ought to he sold out for him, even at six-fifteen on 
Monday. And because he was feeling angry and hurt, he 
started drinking, which is something he doesn’t usually do 
between performances. Then — what is he really like? Oh dear! 
What can I say? A lollipop with a fish-hook inside it? Or the 
other way round. Wormwood with a chocolate centre? Oh — 
it’s too difficult. Ask me sometime when we’re sitting quietly 
with an hour or two to spare. Then, if you feel like it, you can 
explain that Old Nick uncle of youis, who doesn’t seem to me — 
or to anybody else — exactly a charmer. But I’m assuming now 
we’re going to be friends, Dick. Are we? ’ 

‘I’d like it very much,’ I told her, not using her bantexing 
tone. ‘ Even if you weren’t you — or say, only half you — I would. 
I’m feeling rather friendless so far on the variety stage.’ 

‘Bless your heart, so am I, my dear. It’s not my kind of world, 
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my kind of acting, and they’re not my sort of people. Well 
then, Dick, we’ll be friends as far as we can be. I say that 
because Tommy can be very demanding and — I must warn 
you — can easily be very jealous. And the fact that it was an 
innocent friendship — and — horrors! — I’m nearly old ^nn u gh to 
be your mother— wouldn’t make him any less jealous. We had 
an old clown-fiddler — a darling old thing— with us on this bill 
as far as Manchester, and we became friends — he told me 
fascinating circus stories by the hour— and Tommy hated it. 
In fact I believe he rang up the agent and got the old man 
taken out of our bill. He swore black and blue he hadn’t, when 
I charged him with it — I was furious and threatened to walk 
out — but even so I think he was lying. Tommy can lie like the 
devil, though sometimes out of pure kindness. He’s a most 
complicated character, which is probably why he’s such a 
wonderful comedian. And you’re right, he is. And I ought to 
know, after months of him twice-nightly, and never knowing 
what he’s going to do or say next and sometimes completely 
drying because I want to laugh so much. I’ve heard of star 
comics who insist — absolutely insist — on the people playing 
with them pretending to be overcome. But not Tommy Beamish. 
It’s agony sometimes trying to play this idiotic indignant woman 
with a straight face.’ 

We turned into an expensive-looking bar, and there at the 
counter was old Courtenay, who waved a hand at Julie. He 
was standing at the edge of a group all dashingly dressed and 
obviously actors and actresses out of some play on tour. Several 
of them knew Julie and there were embraces and kisses and 
cries of ‘Darling, darling! ’ and in a flash the woman I had been 
with vanished and in her place was a high-voiced excited 
creature quite strange to me. As I dubiously watched and lis- 
tened to this transformed Julie, not having been taken into 
the group yet myself, I had that odd feeling that somebody I 
knew, somewhere in the place, was staring hard at me. I 
looked around. Uncle Nick and Cissie were sitting at a small 
table. And he was staring very hard at me. I went across. 

He looked so angry that I felt I had to lie to him. ‘Hello, 
Uncle Nick! Here are two letters loi you. Miss Blane told me 
you might be here.’ 

‘ If you’ve any sense, lad, you’ll keep away from Miss Blane. 
Sit dowm.’ He began reading his letters. Cissie, who looked a 
bit tawdry in tha t place and probably knew it, gave me an 
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appealing look, as if asking me to be tactful because Uncle Nick 
was in one of his moods. I replied with an understanding nod. She 
sipped her port-and-lemon or whatever it was in a manner 
so ladylike that she looked idiotic. Uncle Nick pocketed his 
letters, filled his glass from the half-bottle of champagne, and 
stared darkly across at the theatrical group. 

‘Look at ’em. Like a lot of powdered apes. Which is about 
what they are. Nothing of their own. They aren’t anything till 
somebody tells ’em what to say and what to do. Conceited 
apes.’ 

‘Nick’s quite right,’ Cissie told me. 

But this didn’t help. ‘Richard will believe me or he won’t, 
girl. I don’t think a testimonial from you will make any differ- 
ence. But I’m warning you, lad. Keep away from that woman, 
Blane.’ 

‘But why, uncle? She seems quite sensible and friendly, not 
like most of the others.’ 

‘You don’t have to bother with any of ’em. I don’t, do I?’ 

‘No, but I have to see more of them — ’ 

‘Not much more. Don’t forget I’ve been years in this business. 
Now what’s she up to?’ He was looking at Julie Blane, who was 
walking towards us carrying a bottle and a glass. I got up, but 
Uncle Nick didn’t move. 

‘Good morning,’ she said to them brightly. Cissie muttered 
something but if Uncle Nick spoke, I didn’t hear him. There 
was now an angry sparkfr in Julie’s eye, but she smiled at me 
as she gave me the glass and the opened bottle of lager. ‘Dick, 
I promised you a drink so here it is. I’ve met some old friends, 
so — if you don’t mind — ’ 

‘No, of course not. Thank you, Julie.’ 

She swept away — something that women, especially ac- 
tresses, could do then with some style — and I sat down and 
began pouring out the lager. 

‘So it’s Dick and Julie already, is it?’ Uncle Nick was 
obviously angry. ‘All right, I’ll have to talk straight to you, 
lad. I knew I’d have to do it sooner or later when I gave you 
this job. You’re a nice-looking lad and so far you know nothing 
and you’ve been nowhere. For somebody like that woman, 
Julie Blane, you’re fresh meat to a tiger. I know what I’m 
talking about when I tell you to keep away from her. If you 
don’t, sooner or later she’ll eat you for breakfast.’ He stopped 
to take a drink. 
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‘He’s right, Dick, I know he is,’ Cissie told me earnestly. 
‘I’m sure you don’t understand yet — ’ 

‘That’s enough from you, Cissie,’ said Uncle Nick sharply. 
* In fact I’d do this a lot better without you. Pop off to the Ladies 
or something.’ 

She got up slowly, with an injured air, and then moved off 
with a rather pathetic attempt at ladylike dignity. 

Uncle Nick, watching her go, said: ‘Ever noticed — or are 
you too young — that girls like Cissie — and above all, tarts — 
always go for a pee trying to look like duchesses? ’ He waited a 
moment and then looked hard at me, half-closing his eyes and 
almost squinting. But he no longer spoke angrily. ‘You think 
I’m prejudiced against Julie Blane, don’t you, lad?’ 

‘Well, uncle, it’s beginning to look like it,’ I replied rather 
sulkily. 

‘I’m narrow-minded and suspicious. I’in just a variety turn 
and she’s been a West End actress. And so on and so forth — eh? 
Well, let me tell you a few things about Miss Julie Blane. If 
you knew a bit more, you’d have been asking yourself what the 
hell she’s doing here, playing feed twice-nightly to a comic — 
rough stuff — and then going back to his digs every night for 
some even rougher stuff— because I’ve heard some queer 
stories about Tommy Beamish’s private life.’ 

‘I may not know much,’ I mumbled, feeling embarrassed, 

‘ but I have wondered about all that.’ 

‘She was a good actress and began playing leading parts. 
But then she took to the bottle. And let me say here, lad, 
there’s far less excuse for them than there is for us on the halls. 
We have to make an immediate effect, all on our own, most of 
the time with big noisy audiences. Then when we’ve done it 
once, we have to sit in our dressing-rooms, just waiting to do 
it again. That’s where weak silly chaps like Tommy Beamish 
come unstuck. And he hardly picked a temperance reformer 
when he picked Julie Blane. She was drinking so hard that one 
night she fell flat on her face on the stage of the Comedy 
Theatre. Then it was good-bye to the West End. She had to 
take what she could get, and what she got was Tommy Beamish, 
twice-nightly on the stage and once-nightly, but with trimmings, 
on or round the bed.’ He gave a contemptuous glance in her 
direction — and I knew she was still there because I had heard 
her laugh come ringing out — and then looked at me, darkly 
triumphant. ‘Now do you see what I mean?’ 

5i 



I didn’t reply. Suddenly I hated him, not because he’d 
destroyed some wonderful image of Julie Blane — I hadn’t one 
then and only admired her looks and manner and welcomed her 
friendliness — but because there seemed something so hard and 
mean about that triumphant look of his, because he’d enjoyed 
telling me, without a flicker of compassion, what a mess she’d 
made of her life and stage career. I felt vaguely there was in 
him a dark and wicked envy of anybody and anything of finer 
quality, a hatred, half contemptuous, half envious, of any kind of 
life more generous and therefore more vulnerable than his own. 
He was like that Sunday-newspaper public which enjoys 
nothing better than seeing a reputation clawed down, muti- 
lated, covered with muck. He was all right; he had everything 
well arranged and nicely under control; if other people couldn’t 
live along the same tight hard line, let ’em sufler. 

Something of what I felt must have showed. ‘All right, 
lad, you do see what I mean, but you don’t like it and just now 
you don’t like me. I’ll have to bear it. But there’s one thing.’ 
He produced a card. ‘I met a man I know here earlier this 
morning. I told him about you, and he gave me this for you.’ 
He gave me the card, which admitted me as a temporary 
member to the Edinburgh Arts Club. ‘You might find it useful, 
might not. Only — don’t go there when I mighty want you, 
that’s all, lad.’ 

I realised then that although I thought I knew all about 
people, in fact I didn’t understand them at all. Just when I’d 
turned Uncle Nick int6 one kind of man, he’d turned himself 
into somebody quite different. It wouldn’t have been easy for 
him to ask a favour of anybody, but now he’d just done it 
entirely for my sake. I thanked him in a mumbling and shame- 
faced fashion, feeling very young. 

‘You could go along there and have a snack if you wanted 
to,’ he told me. 

Cissie came back now, sat down as if we weren’t there, and 
sipped her drink. 

‘I’d like to, uncle, but I don’t think I’ll have time. I wanted 
to pick up a sandwich somewhere, then hurry to the digs for 
my gear and do a quick sketch or two while it’s fine.’ 

‘It may be fine,’ said Cissie, still looking away from us, 
‘but you could easily catch your death of cold.’ 

‘Go on then, lad. Take the opportunity. We may be re- 
hearsing most of next week. But I’ll explain about that after 
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the first house. Oh and see you’re there in good time tonight 
to check everything with Sam and Ben.’ 

Well, I did some sketching, and then was backstage by 
quarter to six, a minute or two before Sam and Ben arrived. 
We had a little trouble with the mechanical part of the levi- 
tation effect, which needed oiling, but everything else seemed 
in good order. When I went up to put on my costume and make- 
up, which Hislop had taught me how to do in five minutes, I 
ran slap into Nonie, tripping down with a cloak over her 
glittering bodice and tights. When I said ‘Sorry!’, she laughed, 
pushed her breasts hard against me, wriggled a bit, then dodged 
under my arms, leaving me feeling excited even though I 
didn’t really care for her. 

It was a thin and gloomy house, and when I stood with 
Uncle Nick in the wings, while Burrard was desperately 
waving his arms and shouting his head off, Uncle Nick mut- 
tered: ‘I can’t follow this silly bugger much longer. Hc‘11 have 
to go, contract or no contract.’ When lie came off, to the faintest 
rattle of applause, Burrard tried to say something but Uncle 
Nick told him to shut up and w'alked away. The band played 
our opening music as if half of them were reading the evening 
papers. As I went on, following Sam and Ben, I could hear 
Uncle Nick complaining to the stage manager. Fortunately 
there was nothing ingratiating about Ganga Dun, very much a 
haughty, aloof and contemptuous Indian magician, so that 
Uncle Nick could play him equally well if he was out of temper, 
except that lie was apt then to force the pace of the act and so 
increase the danger of something going wrong. He knew and I 
knew that Cissie was slo'*’ again dropping out of the box into 
the pedestal, but the audience didn’t- -but then they gave little 
sign of knowing anything. After taking a perfunctory call, 
Uncle Nick hurried off. I stayed behind with Sam and Ben, 
though it was their job to make sure everything was ready for 
the second performance, chiefly to let Uncle Nick take it out of 
poor Cissie and the management and anybody else before I 
went up. On the stairs I passed Nancy Ellis, looking hellishly 
attractive in her stage costume, but it was stony face passing 
stony face. I didn’t have to bother with that one. 

Uncle Nick had taken off his robe and turban and was 
sitting in an old dressing-gown, smoking a cigar he didn’t 
seem to be enjoying. ‘I thought you took a band call this 
morning,’ he began at once. 
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*1 did. And the opening music was all right — ’ 

‘Perhaps you don’t listen — ’ 

‘I listen, uncle. I’m more interested in music than you are. 
I was thinking this morning it’s time we had some new band 
parts and some better music.’ 

He pointed his cigar at me. ‘You’re only twenty. You don’t 
know anything. You’ve only been on the job five minutes. 
Now you’re telling me how to run my act. I’ve half a mind to 
tell you to bugger off. Now let’s have less of your bloody cheek, 
lad.’ 

‘All right, Uncle Nick. If you think I’m cheeky, I’m sorry. 
I’m not trying to be. I like the act. I’m proud of it. I’m ready 
to do everything I can to help you with it.’ 

He looked at me rather strangely. 1 couldn’t tell what his 
look meant because after all he was still half an Indian magician. 
He flicked the ash off his cigar. ‘I believe you, Richard. I don’t 
know why I should, but I do. Now if you’ve anything to say — 
spit it out.’ 

‘Look, uncle. You don’t take band calls because you don’t 
like musical directors. Well, they don’t like you* 

‘I’m not asking ’em to like me, lad. All I ask is that they do 
their work properly, just as I do mine — the work they’re paid 
to do — ’ 

‘Yes, but perhaps they aren’t paid very much — ’ 

‘I know, I know,’ he said irritably. ‘Where d’you think I’ve 
been these last ten years? They like to be sweetened — a fiver — 
some drinks and cigars while you tell ’em what a good band 
they have. And I object to it. On principle I object to it. I’ve 
complained more than once both to agents and managements.’ 

I said nothing for a moment or two, just looked at him. 
‘I did my best this morning. I’ll do my best every Monday 
morning. I promise you that, uncle. But don’t take it out of 
me if they don’t like your attitude. Now what are we going 
to be rehearsing next week? ’ 

‘Ah — I’ll show you.’ He brought out a number of diagrams, 
now his eager, simpler and happier self, a creator. ‘It’s the 
bike trick, of course. But not with the bike disappearing, just 
the rider. The effect is — you see a man riding up to this open 
doorway, then the bike goes through and the man vanishes. 
And that’ll make ’em sit up, except on Monday in Edinburgh. 
Now this is how it’s done.’ And he showed me the diagrams, 
which he had drawn himself to an exact scale. Later, Uncle 
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Nick sold this Vanishing Cyclist effect to an American illus- 
ionist for, I think, seven thousand five hundred dollars; and, 
for all I know, somebody somewhere may still be doing the 
trick; so that even now I don’t feel I ought to give away its 
secret. But it wasn’t — as people used to say — ‘all done by 
mirrors’. The doorway and the bit of wall surrounding it were 
not as simple as they looked; two identical bicycles, built speci- 
ally to Uncle Nick’s order, were used. And I was told there and 
then that I would have to be the cyclist. 

‘I’m not trying to dodge anything, uncle. But remember 
I’m no lightweight, and while I can ride a bike I’m no trick 
cyclist either.’ 

‘It has to be you, lad. Cissie would be wrong, and anyhow 
they’ll have seen her in the levitation and the box trick. Sam’s 
too old and stiff, and Ben’s not quick enough. Barney is — he 
can be very sharp '\hcn he wants to be — but he’d look wrong. 
I’d gladly do it myself— I could, easy — but I’ve got to be di- 
veiting their attention with my ‘Ready — steady — Go /’ — the 
first lines I’ve ever given myself to speak — and then the green 
flash, otherwise we haven’t a chance.’ 

‘I wouldn’t have thought we had even then. It seems too 
cheeky.’ 

‘I know what I’m doing, lad. This is my business, and I’m 
a master of it. Everything depends on the two seconds — or 
even a bit less than that — when they think they’re staring hard 
and they aien’t. It’s all in the split-second timing. Which means 
we’ll be rehearsing mo«* of next week, when I’ll have all the 
equipment I need for the effect. That’s what those two letters 
were about, this morning. Now take another look at these 
diagrams. Everything’s here.’ He was proud of his diagrams. 

‘Of course you understand all this and I don’t,’ I said, after 
looking at the diagrams again. ‘But fiom these I can’t see why 
you can’t do what you originally intended to do — to make both 
the rider and the bike disappear.’ 

‘I’ll tell you why,’ he said pleasantly, almost giving me a 
smile. All his usual impatience a id prejudice and arrogance 
never showed when he began to discuss this kind of problem. 
‘The vanishing — as T have it now — still isn’t good enough 
unless there’s something to take their eye at once. If, after 
the green flasl they sec that bright new bicycle going through 
the doorway, * .eir eyes and their attention will have to follow 
it. Mind you, Richard, I’ll tell ’em on the programme what 
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to expect — the cyclist vanishing in the doorway while his 
cycle goes through it. So that’s what they’ll expect to see — 
and what they will see. And there’s nothing original about 
that, Richard. These twerps are having it done to them all their 
lives. They see what they’re told they’ll see.’ He was back on the 
familiar sardonic hard line again. 

I risked a gibe. ‘You’re not exactly one of these big-hearted 
variety artistes who love their audiences, are you, Uncle Nick? 
I keep reading about them.’ 

‘So do I, lad.’ His tone was very dry. ‘I’ve even met a few — 
they have the fourpenny gallery singing idiotic choruses.’ 

‘You don’t seem even to like yours, Uncle Nick.’ 

‘ I’ve told you before, lad — I despise the silly sods. And don’t 
imagine your Tommy Beamish, the great comic, is any different. 
Not deep down, where he’s all so mixed up he’s really half 
barmy. He earns two hundred and fifty a week showing these 
people a reflection of themselves in a trick mirror, just looking 
a bit sillier than they are. He doesn’t really like ’em any more 
than I do. Look at it. These thickheads come crowding into 
variety theatres to be flattered a bit, to clap or boo or walk out 
to demonstrate their power, and to forget for a coupjc of hours 
all the bloody mess outside. Yes, everything in the papers that 
they don’t know what to do about — delicate women being 
forcibly fed, strikes and lock-outs, civil war in Ulster, govern- 
ment scandals about shares, Germany looking more and more 
dangerous. We’re all slithering into a bog, lad. Here, give me 
those diagrams. They may be about a bit of nonsense, to make 
twice-nightly rows of twerps gape and clap, but as far as I’m 
concerned they’re a little patch of sanity and reasonableness. 
Now listen.’ 

He waited a moment, as if needing a little time to return to 
his comparatively simple and earnest professional self. ‘All 
right, they’ll see what we tell ’em they’ll see. But of course it 
isn’t as easy as that. We have to rehearse the trick over and over 
and over again — and you won’t enjoy it, lad — until we get a 
split-second timing. Everything will be slowed up before the 
vanishing, so that the minds of the audience will still be moving 
in slow time when we’ll be working unbelievably fast. That’s 
the secret, lad. It’s really how I get away with the old box 
trick, which I wouldn’t bother with if I hadn’t thought of that 
slowly closing lid, which makes ’em feel that Cissie’s still 
settling down into the box when she’s already out of it and into 
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the pedestal. I’ve read every book I can find on conjuring and 
illusionists’ effects, all about misdirection, false choices, and the 
rest of it; but not one of them secs the importance of this slow 
time in the audience’s mind when you’re working fast on the 
stage. It’s my speciality, Richard.’ 

There was a knock, and he frowned, clearly not wanting to 
be disturbed when he was happily explaining himself. ‘All 
right, all right,’ he shouted. ‘ Come in.’ 

It was Barney. He was still wearing his enormous turban 
and dark make-up but no robe, simply his own dwarfish shirt 
and trousers. Everything about him looked idiotic except his 
eyes, half blind with fear. I wanted to creep away but Uncle 
Nick checked me. ‘No, lad, you’d better listen to this.’ Then 
he stared at Barney. 

‘ Mis’ Ollanton,’ Barney began in his jerky spluttery fashion, 
‘Sam said — you wanted to sec me, Mis’ Ollanton — ’ 

‘Then where have you been? Hanging about the women — 
trying to turn yourself into a pet dog.'” 

‘No, no, Mis’ Ollanton. Jus’ been — ’ But he couldn’t think 
w hat had been keeping him. 

‘I’ve a letter here from an agency in London, Barney.’ 
Uncle Nick snatched up the first that came to hand, then 
pretended to glance through it. ‘Little men aren’t in great 
demand, Barney. More than a dozen of ’em here. Want three 
pounds ten, some of ’em. Others are available at three pounds 
and even two pounds ten. I’m paying you four, Barney.’ 

‘Yes, Mis’ Ollanton ve.y good — but I work hard. Mis’ 
Ollanton — ’ Barney shook his head desperately, put a hand 
to his forehead, and so removed "ome of his make-up. 

‘Don’t touch anything now u»»til you’ve washed that muck 
off,’ said Uncle Nick sharply. ‘Now I’m not trying to beat 
you down a few shillings, Barney. I’m warning you. And this 
is the last lime. You were slow again dropping in the Rival 
Magician effect — ’ 

‘ Mis’ Ollanton, sir, it’s them stilt-boots. Sam says — ’ 

‘Don’t tell me what Sam or anybody says. Go wash your 
hands and then bring those stilt-boots. But if I find they’re 
all right and it’s you? carelessness, this is your last warning, 
Barney. If vou’re slow again, I’ll wire London for another 
dwarf — that’s dl it’ll take, a wire — and you’re out — out* 

After poor ^arney had scuttled away, Uncle Nick pointed 
his cigar at me. ‘Don’t ever be soft with him because you 
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feel sony for him. He’ll take advantage of it — sharp. He doesn’t 
like us, y’know — hates us — I mean us men. He fancies the women 
all right, so long as they don’t laugh at him — then he hates 
them worse than he does us.’ 

The second house wasn’t much better than the first, but 
nothing went wrong during the act. I had supper with Uncle 
Nick and Cissie and all three of us were rather dreary and went 
to bed early. It was still fine, though cold, on Tuesday, and I 
was able to do some sketching just outside the city during the 
morning. After some dithering I presented that card at the 
Arts Club and had a late lunch there, sitting next to a gnarled 
old Scot, who told me that his natural deep love of his native 
moors and glens had ruined him as a landscape painter, because 
they were too picturesque and encouraged sloppy bad art. 
The next day it rained, so in the afternoon I went to the art 
gallery. There were not many people in there but one of them, 
a small and rather forlorn figure in that setting, was Nancy 
Ellis. I took the stony face I showed her along to the water- 
colour room, which was empty, and not asking to be crowded 
on a darkish November afternoon. I was peering at some early 
nineteenth-century ink-and-wash drawings when# I heard 
somebody enter. Then a throat was delicately cleared. 

‘There’s something I want to say to you,’ said Nancy Ellis. 
She was wearing a tweed coat that looked too big for her, and 
one of those anglers’ tweed hats that girls sometimes wore 
then, with a lot of fair curls escaping from it. She had no make- 
up on and her face was pale, serious, not trying to look pretty. 

‘Is there? Well, go on.’ 

‘You needn’t sound like that.’ 

‘I’m sorry, but I don’t want to be snubbed again — ’ 

‘I can’t be snubbing you if I’ve just come up to talk to you,’ 
she said indignantly. ‘ I call that stupid.’ 

‘So do I. I’m feeling a bit stupid.’ 

‘Well, you were engrossed in the pictures, weren’t you? 
So it’s my fault. But I wanted to tell you that I didn’t ask 
Bob — Bob Hodson, my brother-in-law — to talk to you like that. 
I said something silly to Susie, my sister, and she must have said 
something to him, and then — well, he’s rather like that — always 
interfering and trying to be important.’ 

‘Did he tell you he’d spoken to me?’ 

‘No. Actually it was Julie Blane. She overheard him. And 
last night, when she was going along to her dressing-room 
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and I’d just come out of mine — it was after the last show — she 
stopped me and told me about it — and about you. She’s 
interested in you, isn’t she?’ 

‘ I doubt it.’ 

‘Oh yes, she is. I can tell. Susie and Bob are always telling 
me to keep away from her. They don’t like her.’ 

‘They don’t seem to like anybody — ’ 

‘That’s the limit, coming from you!’ 

‘Why me?’ I was genuinely surprised. 

‘Well, what about your frightful uncle? He’s the one who 
hates everybody.’ 

We had raised our voices by this time, and then we noticed 
there were two other people in the room, a tall thin pair with 
those pulled-down Edinburgh mouths, who were staring at us 
•with intense disapproval. 

“Come on,’ I muttered. And as soon as we were out of 
the room I said that explanations weren’t over, they’d hardly 
begun, and that we ought to find a teashop. She said she didn’t 
know' that she ought, that she’d half-piomiscd her sister to do 
something or other, that it was raining, and kept on showing 
rductance light up to the entrance to the teashop, though 
somehow she found it and I didn’t. There, snug in a corner, 
slie took oil her floppy hat and shook out her curls, robbing 
them of the diamond raindrops that I can recall to this day. 
Over the tea, the scones, the jam, wt stopped sparring and 
began confiding in each other, all ears but even more — all 
eyes. 

Because she insisted that I should explain myself first, I told 
her how 7 I hacl come to join Uncle Nick, simply because I 
could earn more money than I could in an office and so per- 
haps find it easier to become a professional painter. Then she 
told me that her parents had been theatrical people, working 
mostly in musical comedy and concert parties, that her father 
had died and her mother had married again and had gone to 
Australia, leaving Susie, five years older than she was, to look 
after her. She'd been in some kino of act with Susie and Bob 
for the last two years. 

‘But they don’t like being in variety. And Susie’s very 
ambitious. Bob only thinks he is, but she really is. But she wants 
either to be in musical comedy, if they can find the right parts 
together, or to un their own concert party. Bob’s very keen on 
that idea. He fancies himself as a great runner of things, 
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though Susie will have to do most of the real work. And she 
will too. Have you been in front? ’ 

‘Yes, on the Monday in Newcastle. It’s a very good act.* 

‘Susie’s scrumptious, isn’t she?’ 

‘No. I mean — she’s all right. But you’re the one.’ 

‘Oh — no!’ She scowled at me. ‘That’s silly. You’re saying 
that because you think I’ll be pleased. Well, I’m not.’ 

‘I can see that. But I’m not trying to flatter you, I’m telling 
the truth. You carry that act. I thought you were wonderful.’ 
And as I looked at that pale resentful face, still not free of its 
scowl and hardly looking even passably pretty at that moment, 
I thought — and, I must admit, longingly — of the stage Nancy, 
so enchantingly gay and saucy, of those ravishing and witty 
legs, and of that Maytime of painted flats and coloured lights. 
And suddenly I felt miserable, because I wanted to believe in 
reality and not in theatrical illusion. 

‘Why are you looking like that?’ she demanded. 

‘I was wondering which is really you — ’ 

‘This is me — the real me. Why are you being so silly? I’m a 
serious girl — and I believe in serious things. That’s not me, 
capering and larking about, showing my legs and being cheeky. 
I’m only like that because it’s what Susie and Bob want. I’m 
trying to please them — especially Susie — ’ 

‘Not the public?’ 

‘No.’ She pulled a face. 

‘Well, all I can say, Nancy, is that you pleased me — enor- 
mously. I think I’m more than half in love with that saucy 
girl in the act.’ And as soon as I had made this fatuous rcmai k, 
I regretted it. 

She looked disgusted. ‘ I can see we’re not going to be friends. 
Do you want any more tea? ’ 

‘Yes, please. By the way, I must be at least two years older 
than you.’ 

‘What’s that got to do with it?’ Her look and tone were icy. 

‘After all, what are you being so serious about?’ 

‘What are you? Legs?’ 

‘Legs come into it, if they’re worth looking at. As I told you, 
I want to be a painter. That’s what I take seriously— -painting.’ 

I was rather grand about this, as one is at twenty. ‘It it had been 
fine this afternoon, I’d have been out sketching. The art gallery 
was the next best thing. I know what I’m doing. But what’s 
this great seriousness of yours all about? ’ 

60 



‘Life,’ she announced with immense solemn pride. And then 
suddenly and quite unexpectedly she laughed. So I laughed. 
Then we both laughed together. Now warm and steamy, the 
teashop was filling up, but we still had our comer to ourselves. 

‘Now what about my frightful uncle, as you called him?’ 

‘We’re against him,’ she declared prompdy. ‘He started it. 
He told the agent, who told Bob, that he loathed our act and 
didn’t want it booked on the same bill. He seems to hate ever) - 
body. What’s the matter with him? ’ 

‘At the moment I couldn’t begin to explain him,’ I told her. 
‘Before I came into variety — and of course I’ve only just made a 
beginning — I used to think I knew about people, but now 
suddenly everybody seems so contradictory.’ 

‘Including me, I suppose?’ 

‘Well — yes — you too.’ I think my tone was rueful. 

This brought me something new— a slow sweet smile, 
arriving from some mysterious feminine depth. ‘I bet you never 
knew anvlhing about people. Perhaps you’re just a bit closer 
to them now, that’s all. But if we’re ever going to be friends — * 

‘And I hope we are,’ I threw in quickly. 

‘Well, perhaps, perhaps not. I’m not like Susie and Bob, 
good old pals with anybody. And we won t even make a start — 
and I don’t count this — unless you understand that this is 
the real me, not that cheeky lake in the show.’ She waited a 
moment, but this time I kept quiet. ‘I must be going. And 
thank you for the lovelv tea.’ 

That night, after wt' 1 finished at the second house, which 
gave Unrlc Nick a good reception, I changed at once and 
watched in the wings, on the sid I knew she never used, Susie , 
Nancy, and Three Gentlemen. She le’t me entranced all over again. 
It w as maddening. 


6 


The train we took from Edinburgh was very different from 
the one the Sunday before: it was a corridor train and had a 
dining-car; v 1 we had a whole coach reserved for us. Uncle 
Nick and Cis^e had gone on by car, and Tommy Beamish and 
Julie were missing too; but all the rest of us were there. In 

6i 



Edinburgh I had bought a long thick overcoat, nearly as big 
as Uncle Nick’s though not as grand, and a dark grey trilby 
to match it, so that I rather fancied my appearance. I shared a 
compartment with Sam and Ben, who stared glumly at Sunday 
newspapers, and Barney, who was excited and restless and kept 
popping in and out and talking all kinds of nonsense. There 
were patches of fog along the line so that at times we only crept 
along. I was out in the corridor, hoping to catch at least a 
glimpse of some fine scenery, when I found Nancy at my elbow. 
She was looking pale and rather tired, but there was something 
enormously attractive and appealing about her smudged grey 
eyes. 

‘Hello! I was wondering if you’d like to be introduced 
properly to Susie and the others.’ 

‘Yes, please, Nancy. And my name is Herncastle — Richard 
Hemcastle — Dick — ’ 

‘I know. Come on.’ 

I’ve had warmer welcomes than the one I received in that 
compartment. Susie, a sharp-featured brunette, was sufficiently 
polite, but clearly didn’t regard me as a great treat. Bob Hodson 
gave me a nod but no smile, and he returned in three seconds flat 
to the newspaper he had been reading. But Ambrose and 
Esmond, the two ‘puffs’, were fiiendly and eager to talk. 
Ambrose favoured blu9, Esmond brown, otherwise they 
looked almost like twins, both w r ith wavy hair, thin and 
delicate faces, high voices. (But their life lines, now exactly 
parallel, were soon to rush away from each other, for while 
Esmond vanished in the mud and ruin of Paschendaele, Ambrose 
by the middle 1920s was one of the most successful comic actors 
on the West End stage.) And they spoke so quickly and ex- 
citedly, and so often ovei lapped, that I never really knew which 
of them was talking. 

‘Nancy says you don’t really want to be on the stage.’ This 
was Susie, and I guessed at once she was not simply mak- 
ing polite conversation. ‘You want to be an artist — or some- 
thing.’ 

I didn’t deny this. 

‘It’s our life,' said Susie. ‘The Theatre’s in our blood.' She 
looked sharply from me to Nancy. 

‘And every bit of it,’ cried Ambrose and Esmond, ‘including 
the box office.’ 

Bob Hodson looked up from his paper. ‘Not funny.’ As he 
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looked down again, Ambrose, Esmond and Nancy exchanged 
bright glances. 

‘Certainly the box office,’ said Susie firmly. ‘I’m a pro, not 
an amateur. And one day I’ll be in management.’ She gave me 
a smiling look, opening her eyes as wide as she could. They were 
quite unlike Nancy’s — a hardish raw umber. ‘Nancy feels just 
as I do, though she pretends not to — as you may have gathered.’ 
Nancy scowled but said nothing. ‘Of course I mean the real 
Theatre, not this awful variety nonsense.’ 

‘Twice-nightly, dears,’ cried Ambrose and Esmond. ‘Just 
before or just after the fish-and-chips. And they’re so much 
better after.' 

‘We’re all longing to get back. Even Nancy — aren’t you, 
darling?’ 

‘No, I’m not.’ Nancy looked and sounded mutinous. 

‘How can you say that? You know very well you hate this 
twice-nightly touring — ’ 

‘ Of course I do. But that doesn’t mean I’m longing to get 
back to the Theatre — or some idiotic pier pavilion — ’ 

‘AH those waves and rrashingsl ’ This, of course, was either 
Ambrose or Esmond, perhaps both. ‘And always too fine to 
go in or too wet to turn out. And all the dear kiddies, bang in 
the centre, wanting to be taken out to wee-wee!’ 

‘Oh — shut up, you two,’ said Bob. 

'I’m not longing to get back there,’ Nancy continued, still 
scowling a little, ‘or to anywhere else. I’m not longing for 
anything. I wish I was.' 

‘ She has such talent too,’ Susie said to me. ‘ Don’t you think so, 
Mr Herncastlc? ’ 

‘Yes, I think she’s wonderful ’ This brought me a special 
scowl for myself. And I think if we’d been alone I would have 
kissed her, even if it had meant having my face slapped. I 
noticed that Ambrose and Esmond, who were quick and intu- 
itive, gave me a look and then exchanged more bright glances. 

‘What I’d like to know,’ said Bob, laying aside his paper, 
‘ Is why youi uncle is so bloody disagreeable.’ 

‘Now, Bob!’ said his wife. But she looked at me enquiringly. 

‘Well, don’t you think he is, Herncastle?’ 

‘Sometimes — yes. But then you see he doesn’t enjoy per- 
forming— doe 1 i’t think of himself as an actor— only enjoys 
working out ::^w tricks and effects.’ 

‘He’s veiy clever, of course,’ Susie admitted. 
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‘Marvellous!’ Ambrose and Esmond cried. ‘But when we 
tried to watch him from the wings, he flew into the most 
terrible rage — absolutely terrified us.’ 

‘Go on,’ Nancy said to me. ‘You haven’t finished yet, have 
you, Dick?’ 

‘I was only going to say that most people want other people 
to like them. Well, Uncle Nick doesn’t. It’s all the same to 
him if they dislike him.’ 

‘We know that,’ said Nancy, falsely sweet. ‘Does it run in 
the family? ’ 

‘Stop flirting, dear,’ cried Ambrose or Esmond. ‘Look — 
you’re making him blush.’ 

‘Oh — don’t be stupid.’ But she didn’t look at them but at 
me, as if she regretted having asked me into the compartment. 
However, the next moment the door was violently jerked 
open, and there was Barney, all grin and jiggling tiny legs. 
Whenever he opened a door like this, his appearance was 
startling, at its most dwarfish and freakish. 

‘ Mis’ Herncastle, Mis’ Herncastle,’ Barney began, all 
excited, pleased with himself, and silly, as I realised at once. 
‘Nonie wants see you, Nonie wants see you. Nonie’s sitting 
with us, Mis’ Herncastle. She sent special message, Mis' 
Herncastle. Listen, Mis’ Herncastle — ’ 

1 Oh — push off,’ Bob shouted at him. 

‘Not talking to you.’ flarney may have been afraid of Uncle 
Nick, but he cared nothing for any Bob Hodsons. 

‘I said — push off.’ And Bob got up, though in fact I was 
standing between him and Barney. 

‘What you say, Mis’ Herncastle?’ 

‘Well, I don’t particularly want to see Nonie, but I’ll be 
coming back in a minute or two. You run along, Barney.’ 

He went at once. 

‘Like touring with a bloody circus,’ Bob grumbled. ‘Do 
you have to have a freak like that? ’ 

‘Bob, don’t be so hard. He hasn’t got two heads or anything.’ 
This was Ambrose or Esmond — perhaps a duet. ‘He’s just a 
little man. He can’t help it, poor thing! ’ 

‘That’s what I keep telling myself,’ said Nancy. 

‘He can help the way be behaves,’ said Susie, looking 
disgusted. ‘The horrible little wretch. One night — where was it? 
— Liverpool? — he came up behind me and put his arms round 
my waist — nearly frightened me out of my life.’ 
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‘My God! Why didn’t you tell me?’ This was Bob the dwarf- 
killer. 

‘Don’t be silly, Bob,’ said Nancy. ‘We can’t be telling you 
things like that all the time. If he can manage it at all, he’s a 
toucher — and not the only one, though he has more excuse, I 
suppose, poor little mannic.’ She looked at me. ‘Don’t forget 
your Nome’s waiting for you.’ 

‘She isn’t my Nonie. I’ve hardly spoken to her. This ij 
just some bit of mischief that she and Barney have cooked 
betw een them. He’s always showing off to make her laugh.’ 

‘ W r ell, now you can show off to make her laugh,’ said Nancy, 
picking up a newspaper. She was probably feeling sorry, as I 
was, that she had invited me into their carriage. She and I 
didn’t seem to be having much luck. 

But I went back to discover that Nonie and Barney weren’t 
waiting for me but weie now in the compartment next to ours, 
sitting wide-eyed and open-mouthed listening to Harry Burrard, 
who was talking rapidly and earnestly, his face glistening with 
sweat. I didn’t want to hear any more about crazy conspiracies, 
so I huriied next door, asked Sam and Ben if they were going 
to eat lunch in the dining-car, and when they said they weren’t, 
I w'ent along by myself. I had spoken to Sam and Ben as if I’d 
been eating for years in dining-cars, but in fact I was feeling 
rather apprehensive because I had never been in one before. 
So I was glad to sec Ricarlo, the juggler, sitting in there, and I 
greeted him warmly and immediately took the vacant place 
opposite to him. 

Ricarlo must have been feeling lonely; he began talking at 
once and hardly stopped throughout the meal. His English 
was quite fluent but he still had a heavy Italian accent, sprink- 
ling unnecessary vow t Is as he did salt and pepper on his meat 
and vegetables. So if he wanted to say, ‘These people axe no 
good’, what came out was something like ‘Deesa peoples is-a 
no-a good’. At that time I had never listened before to an 
Italian speaking English, and I was fascinated by his strange 
rhythm and tone and the half co-nic, half melancholy effect 
they had. But though it could be fascinating to listen to, I 
know it is as boring to read as it is to write this kind of broken 
English, so I won’t attempt even to suggest most of it. But ever 
since I had fu * watched him juggling so beautifully, with that 
gay-sad little t«.ne going on and on, I had wondered about him, 
finding it impossible to imagine what sort of life an Italian led, 
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moving week after week, month after month, from one Empire 
to the next, through a succession of gloomy and alien industrial 
towns. And about these, he was entirely frank: they were to 
him like places in a long bad dream. 

Finding in me a sympathetic listener, he was frank about 
everything. (Another thing in my favour, I soon discovered, 
was that unlike almost everybody else on our bill he was ready 
to admire Uncle Nick not only as a performer but also as a 
man, perhaps because in their work they were both stem 
perfectionists.) He had a wife and six children — and he showed 
me photographs of them — who lived in Lucca, and lived very 
well too because he sent them half his salary, which I gathered 
was about sixty pounds a week. He didn’t need to assure me, 
though he did, that with the equivalent in lire of thirty pounds 
arriving every week, his wife could queen it in Lucca or any- 
where else in Italy. And with six children to look after, she had 
no desire to go touring with him in the dark and cold of Britain. 
Moreover, he tried if possible to take a three-months’ holiday 
every year, back home and a happy family man again. 

Here, at work and on tour, he told me he had two problems 
on his hands. The first was literally on his hands, for now that 
he was into his forties he was afraid of losing his dexterity, so 
that for at least two hours every day he practised his juggling, 
not only what he included in his act but also possible new 
variations. At the moment, he told me with enormous gravity, 
he was trying to add a bottle and a glass to the top hat, cane 
and cigar: ‘Is-a ver’ hard-a dees-a bot’ an’ glass— diff’rent-a 
feel — diff’rent-a weight.’ Then a smile illuminated his dark 
and big-boned face: ‘But I do eet-a soon — in-a Glas-a-gow 
maybe — you watch-a me in-a Glas-a-gow, my frien’ — eh?’ 
I told him I would, having already assured him that his act 
gave me great pleasure. Then he discussed, with equal gravity, 
his other problem. His morning practice and his two shows a 
night still left him with a fair amount of free time, and he spent 
this time searching — and often vainly, week after week — for 
the kind of women he could enjoy having. They had to be 
blonde, plump, willing and amiable though not necessarily 
passionate, and between the ages of thirty and forty-five. He 
didn’t rule out prostitutes but greatly preferred — and indeed 
was always looking out for — charming amateurs, on whom he 
was prepared to spend more money than the prostitutes de- 
manded. So in town after town he went on the hunt, looking 
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into bars and teashops, haunting the main shopping districts, 
his dark eyes encountering and challenging any promising pair 
of blue eyes, keeping close to the trail and then, at exactly the 
right moment, adopting one of many well-tested ruses to get 
acquainted. Sometimes of course they had seen him on the 
stage, which made it easier, but if they had not he would often 
beg them to do him a favour, adding that he was worried about 
his performance, by accepting a ticket for the show and then 
telling him afterwards if he had any reason to feel worried — a 
gambit that hardly ever failed. His richest hunting-grounds 
were places like Bristol, Plymouth and Portsmouth — he was 
almost indignant about naval officers’ wives, they were so 
easy — and, to my surprise, he was hopeful about his prospects 
in Aberdeen, where he promised to report progress. Though a 
solitaiy hunter both by inclination and in his technique, he 
was so pleased by my interest in his hobby that he invited me to 
accompany him on one or two afternoons, but I got out of that 
by telling him I would be rehearsing most of the week. 

Over coffee and a couple of thin black cigars he brought 
out, I asked him his opinion of the girls we had with us. Nonie 
he denounced at once as a little bitch who sooner or later would 
run herself into trouble; the three men were anxious to get 
back to Alsace to train another girl for the act; but their con- 
tract would keep them here another three months. Nancy he 
admired, and in twenty years’ time she would be just ripe for 
him but then he would be too fat and old, so he ‘talk-a big-a 
non-a-sensc’. Julie Blan • did not appeal to him at all, and when 
I said that I thought she was beautiful, he closed his eyes, stuck 
out his lower lip, wagged his heed, in despair at the difference 
in our tastes. But then he opened his eyes very wide, stared at 
me a moment or two, and said: ‘ Hcrn-a-castle, my frien’, 
I tell-a you som-a-tln*eng.’ 

Wc had, he said, a madman appearing with us. I told him 
I knew that, having had to listen to poor Burrard. But to my 
astonishment he waved aside Burrard, whom he hardly knew. 
No, the madman he had spotted w i' our star, Tommy Beamish. 
When I said I couldn’t believe this, he plunged excitedly into a 
defence of his statement, keeping his voice low — for there were 
still a few people at the other tables — and speaking so fast that 
I found it ha. l to follow him. What I gathered was that he had 
known two <>.ner brilliant comedians, one Italian, the other 
French, who had behaved more or less exactly as Tommy was 
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doing, sometimes drinking hard and being uproarious, some- 
times retreating into silence and bitterness; and both of them 
had lost their minds. Gesticulating neatly and vividly, wrapping 
up the whole tragic affair into a parcel for me, he said that he 
had studied Tommy’s behaviour and noted a certain look in 
his eyes, and now was sadly certain that soon Tommy would go 
the same way. I still didn’t believe him, but I couldn’t help 
being shaken a little by the dark ruin in Ricarlo’s gaze. But then, 
the tragedy over, he flashed a smile at me and insisted that we 
should drink a little brandy, to celebrate the good talk we’d had. 

(Twenty years afterwards, I did' some painting in Italy 
and was largely defeated by its clear light and uncompromising 
tones. Finding myself not fai from Lucca, I paid a visit to that 
fine old town, wondering what had become of Ricarlo now 
that he could no longer be juggling. And there, in Lucca, I 
found him, fat and prosperous, the proprietor of a small hotel 
and restaurant; and we drank a lot of wine and talked ourselves 
back into those variety theatres of 1913 and 1914 and the world, 
half splendid, half silly, that had produced them and then had 
been blown to bits. An artist in his own way, a devoted family 
man, once an unwearying hunter of buxom yielding blondes, 
Ricarlo seems to me one of the most satisfactory figures in these 
reminiscences. I wish there could have been more of him than 
there will be — if you see what I mean.) 

Uncle Nick knew of fio theatrical digs in Aberdeen, so he 
had given me the address of an hotel there where I should be 
staying with him and Cissie. When I found this hotel, they had 
not arrived; but though the light was already going, it was still 
afternoon. My room, on the top floor, was very clean, very small, 
very cold, and offered me a brass bedstead, a jug and bowl for 
washing, three framed stern texts, a narrow pitch-pine wardrobe 
that looked like an up-ended coffin, and a bad-tempered midget 
gasfire. But after the late lunch and Ricailo’s brandy, I slept 
for an hour under my new overcoat. When I woke up it was 
dark and I couldn’t think where I was, and then when I 
remembered I didn’t feel too happy about it. The incandescent 
gas light belonged to the same bad-tempered-midget series as 
the fire. So I went downstairs, wondering what to do with 
myself. But there, round a tea table, were Uncle Nick and Cissie,. 
Tommy Beamish and Julie. 

I waited a moment or two, at the bottom of the stairs, where 
I could see them without their noticing me, just to take them in. 
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They made an odd quartet: Uncle Nick so tall and dark and 
definite, and Tommy Beamish, short and plump, fair and waver- 
ing; Cissie, badly over-dressed, with her face a kind of simpering 
apology for it; and Julie, severely dressed, bored and withdrawn, 
with those fine bones and slightly hollow cheeks, that beauty 
before its time. Portraiture was a long way from my line, even 
then when I was not quite sure what my line would be; but I 
remember how I wished, as I stared across at them from tin. 
shadowy staircase, I could get them down, exactly as they were 
then, on canvas or paper. There are some queer moments, not 
associated with anything dramatic or emotional, that seem to 
come out of a deeper reality, as if they are trying to tell us 
something we can never really know; and this was one of those 
moments. 

‘So here you arc, lad,’ said Uncle Nick, with an unsmiling 
nod at me. ‘All in order?’ 

‘So far,’ I told him, standing there rather awkwardly. 

‘You’d like some tea, wouldn’t you, Dick?’ said Cissie, get- 
ting up. ‘I’ll go and ask them for another cup.’ 

‘You can ring, can’t you?’ Uncle Nick called after her. 
‘Well, sit there, Richard.’ I took a chair next to Cissie’s, then 
looked across the table and smiled at Julie, who didn’t return 
the smile but merely raised her eyebrows about half an inch. 

‘Tell me, old bean,’ said Tommy Beamish, a funny man at 
once. ‘ Did you by any chance notice along at the station a man 
with a face like this?’ And immediately he looked like one of 
those elderly Scots with er ; long upper lips. 

‘Yes, he was there, Mr Beamish, looking after your baggage.’ 

‘Ay, ay, ay,’ Tommy croaked ‘Then all’s well.’ He turned 
to Julie. ‘Ye hear that, lassie? AH’s well. Your beautiful draw- 
ing-room’s here — quite safe.’ 

‘Well, you save it, Tommy. Until the first house tomorrow.’ 
Julie’s tone wasn’t exactly contemptuous but it couldn’t be 
said to be warm, sympathetic, womanly. 

Another man, not the one who was shaking his head and 
grinning at her, flashed her a looi- liom the back of Tommy’s 
eyes; and I couldn’t help remembering what Ricarlo had said. 
Cissie returned with the tea-things for me, filled my cup, 
passed me the scones and jam, all with an affectionate semi- 
maternal air. Before I joined them she had probably been 
feeling embanossed, out of it, and at least I gave her something 
to do. She alone seemed glad to see me there; the other three 
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gave me the impression of rather resenting my arrival. With 
Uncle Nick, I must confess, it was hard to tell; I couldn’t 
imagine him giving anybody a warm welcome. Tommy Beamish, 
I felt, was ready to dislike me, for reasons best known to him- 
self. But why Julie, who was going to be my friend, should be so 
frosty was a mystery to me. I knew she had to be careful not to 
arouse Tommy’s jealousy, because of course she had told me, 
but surely this was overdoing it? 

After tea I went out for a walk, not that I expected to see 
anything, just to stretch my legs and get some air. The air was 
cold and not very clear, but had in ‘it a fine promise of the sea, 
a kind of richness and wildness. I’d had plenty of seaside holi- 
days, of course, but never before had I been so close to the sea 
in winter. It was grand. But I wished I had somebody with me, 
and I wondered where Nancy Ellis was staying and what she 
was doing. 

When I got back I found Uncle Nick sitting in the small 
and cheerless hotel lounge, brooding over his diagrams. 

‘Where have you been?’ he asked, giving me a suspicious 
look. 

I felt like telling him that he didn’t own me. ‘A walk. By 
myself. I wanted some air.’ 

‘Take your overcoat off and sit down a minute, lad. Supper 
here’s at eight. And, by the way, youis’ll go on my bill, though 
you’ll have to pay for your own bed and breakfast. Now to- 
night I’m going out. And so is Beamish. There’s a man here 
called Sir Alec Inveiurie, who’s a big shareholder in two or 
three music-hall syndicates. I’ve met him in London, and so has 
Beamish. He’s telephoned to ask us both out to supper at his 
house. Not the women, of course, because his wife’ll be there 
and Sir Alec’s very respectable — at least when he’s up here in 
Aberdeen. In London, on his own, he isn’t so particular. So I 
want you to have your supper with Cissie, who isn’t too pleased 
to be left out. What you do about Miss Blane I don’t know and 
don’t care. I guess she’ll have to come down because they don’t 
serve anything in the rooms here. In fact they seem to think 
we’re bloody lucky if they serve anything anywhere. It’s that 
kind of place. And you’ll soon unclci stand why I prefer to stay 
in digs. Anything to say? ’ 

‘Not specially, Uncle Nick. I don’t suppose Miss Blane’s 
pleased at being left out either — ’ 

‘If she doesn’t like it, she can lump it, like Cissie,’ he said 
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cheerfully and brutally. * Let me tell you one thing about women, 
lad. Start giving in to ’em and soon they’re asking for the earth, 
and nag, cry or sulk if you’re not handing it to ’em on a plate. 
The only way to keep ’em reasonable is not to marry ’em. I’ve 
found that out. So has Tommy Beamish, silly as he looks.’ 

‘I don’t think he likes me.’ 

‘What the hell does it matter whether he likes you or not? 
You’re talking like a big soft girl, lad. You’ll have to toughen 
yourself up a bit if you’re going to live this life. What hap- 
pened on the train? Talk to anybody?’ 

‘ Ricarlo, mostly. We got on very well.’ 

‘He has the light ideas — except for that woman-chasing. 
He concentrates on his act — and a dam’ good act it is, too — 
and then minds his own business. If I w ere putting my own 
show on the road, he’s the only one out of all this lot I'd want 
with me. Beamish is clever and a big draw, but he’s too un- 
reliable. He’ll come a cropper yet. That song-and-dance 
act — Susie What’s-hcr-name — is too pretty-pretty and genteel 
and has no guts — doesn’t belong in variety: I didn’t want 
them on the bill. The Colmars aren’t bad but they need a 
girl who isn’t throwing her tits and bum at everybody. She’ll 
get herself raped one of these nights. As for that poor bugger 
Burrard, he ought to be out of the bill now. I’ve complained 
twice. He sends ’em out to the bars and they’re coming back 
halfway through my act. No, I'd take Ricarlo, and forget the 
rest. All right, lad. Make sure you’re down just before eight. 
And don’t forget you’ll have a long day tomorrow. We start 
rehearsing this bike effect tomorrow afternoon. And remind the 
stage manager in the morning that I wrote to him last week, 
claiming the stage all afternoon.’ 

When I went down again to the lounge, at a few minutes to 
eight, to my surprise Julie Blane came down before Cissie did. 
She was in a bad temper. 

‘There’s nowhere else to go, as Tommy knows damned well,’ 
she began. ‘ So either I sit by im self, which I loathe, or I have 
to join you and that awful little tart — ’ 

‘I don’t think that’s a fair description of Cissie — ’ 

‘ It may not be what she is but it’s certainly what she looks 
like. Anyhow, Tommy shouldn’t have gone off like that. I’m 
furious? 

‘When you were sitting with him at tea-time, you looked 
horribly bored — ’ 
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‘Oh, for God’s sake, don’t you start. Men!* she cried in 
despair, giving me a whiff of whisky. She must have been 
drinking with Tommy up in their room. ( And boys! Yes, that’s 
one for you. All the same.’ 

‘Why are we all the same?’ 

She ignored that. ‘Tommy’s supposed to be a wild one who 
doesn’t care a damn. But as soon as Sir Alec What’s-it crooks a 
little finger, off he goes, all spruce and obliging.’ 

‘That’s nothing to do with me.’ 

‘Who’s talking — or thinking — about you, you silly boy? 
Pooh to you!’ 

‘I must say,’ I began with disastrous heaviness, ‘for some- 
body who said only last Monday we ought to become friends — •’ 

‘Oh — don’t be so pompous and tiresome. You haven’t a 
hope of becoming one of my friends if you start talking like 
that—’ 

‘You have a lot of friends, I suppose?’ That was nasty, and 
as soon as I’d said it, I wished I hadn’t. 

But it didn’t make her angrier. She gave me g long level 
look — and I saw again how beautiful her eyes were — and then 
she said very quietly: ‘Say you’re sorry, Dick, or I swear I’ll 
never speak to you again. I mean it.’ 

‘Yes, Julie, I am sorry. I didn’t really know what I was saying. 
And I wish we hadn’t to have Cissie — ’ 

‘Well, we do. And here she comes,’ she added hastily. 
‘ W T hy doesn’t somebody tell her not to wear such awful clothes?’ 

We shared the dining-ioom with three middle-aged men who 
appeared to be talking business and took no notice of us. I sat 
between Julie and Cissie, who, instead of spaning as I thought 
they might do, took turns to bait me, having instantly and 
mysteriously agreed, for the duration of the meal, to form a 
feminine alliance. 

‘Did you talk to your dear little Nancy on the train, Dick?’ 
This was from Julie. 

‘Just the very thing I was going to ask, Miss Blane,’ said 
Cissie, very much the other lady. 

If they had been my own age I would have told them to shut 
up, there and then, but as it was I felt I couldn’t. ‘Yes, she in- 
troduced me to her sister. But we didn’t say very much. Barney 
interrupted us. Then I spent a long time with Ricarlo in the 
dining-car.’ 

But they weren’t going to be fobbed off with Barney and 
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Ricarlo. Nancy was the chink through which the arrows and 
darts could go. 

‘Little Nancy was telling me, the other day, Miss Mapes, 
that she’d leave the stage tomorrow if she could. Such a pity — 
with that nice little talent!’ 

‘They’re hoping to get into Panto, I heard,’ said Cissie. 
‘That was weeks ago — they may have fixed it now.’ 

‘Yes of course. And Dick wouldn’t like that, would you, 
Dick? Now — don’t blush.’ 

‘I’m not.’ And I’m sure I wasn’t. Cissie giggled, and I glared 
at her. ‘Now why don’t you turn it up, you two?’ 

‘Turn what up, my dear?’ Julie enquired smoothly. 

‘Look — I’ll give you the lot. I ran into Nancy Ellis one 
afternoon last week in the art gallery. We had tea together and 
seemed to disagree most of the time.’ 

‘Is that why she introduced you to her sister?’ 

‘I didn’t like her sister much — and I can’t stand that blighter 
Hodson. I much prefer Ambrose and Esmond.’ 

‘Oo — Dick!’ Cissie cried. ‘You be careful. Don’t forget — 
you’re very good-looking.’ 

‘I suppose he is, in a way,’ said Julie, looking me over as if 
she’d never seen me before. ‘Though I must say, it hadn’t 
occurred to me before. But of course it doesn’t matter what we 
think, Miss Mapes. The point is, what does his little Nancy 
think? ’ 

‘ I’ll bet she’s got her eye on him all right. Miss Blane.’ 

‘Probably. And I’d say she’s a very determined little thing, 
wouldn’t you?’ 

At this point the old waiter, who might have sat for Raeburn 
in an earlier incarnation, came to rescue me and to clear the 
plates. 

‘I noticed poor Burrard talking his head olf to Barney and 
the Colmar girl,’ I began as soon as the waiter had padded 
away. But they weren’t having any. 

‘If she doesn’t like being on the stage,’ said Cissie, ‘then I 
expect what she wants is to get married. Don’t you think, Miss 
Blanc?’ 

‘Certainly. Probably some man she’s met already, though 
he may not know she has her eye on him. Older than she is, 
I’d say, considerably older — and with money, of course, lots 
of it.’ 

‘How about John D. Rockefeller?’ I enquired mildly. ‘First 
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you say she’s got her eye on me. Then you say it must be some- 
body quite different from me. You don’t know what you’re 
saying. So let’s change the subject.’ 

‘What about clothes?’ said Julie, giving me a look. ‘I mean 
ours — not yours.’ 

‘Well now. Miss Blane, I was going to ask you where you 
get most of yours.’ Cissie sounded genuinely eager. So Julie 
relented, and they talked fairly seriously about clothes until the 
meal was over. 

‘I don’t feel like sitting about here,’ said Cissie. ‘It’s so 
dreary. Dick, couldn’t we go out for a little walk?’ 

As I hesitated, Julie said hastily: ‘Yes, why don’t you? I’m 
going to bed — to read. Has anybody anything worth reading? ’ 

Cissie hadn’t, of course, but I said I had a few books with me: 
‘I don’t suppose you want to read about the Early English 
W atercolourists — ’ 

‘ I certainly don’t — ’ 

‘But I’ve a pocket edition of Mason’s At The Villa Rose — ’ 

‘That’s much better. I read it two or three years ago, but 
now I’ve forgotten what happened. Drop it into my room, 
like an angel — it’s Twelve.’ • 

‘And I’ll go and get ready, Dick,’ said Cissie. ‘It’s cold out, 
isn’t it?’ 

We all went up together. Then I left them to climb up to 
my ice-box, got the Mason, and tapped on the door of Room 
Twelve. It was a big room and there was only one light burning, 
but it seemed to be very untidy, with clothes all over the place. 
Tommy’s as well as hers, and there was a strong mixed smell of 
cigarettes and whisky. I gave Julie the book. 

‘Shut that door a minute, just a minute,’ she whispered. 
Then when I turned, after shutting it very quietly: ‘Come 
here.’ 

We were standing very close when she smiled and murmured, 
‘Did I tease him, then? The nice serious boy who hates being 
teased — um? Well, I’m sorry. You can see how sorry I am.’ 

My arms went round her without my telling them to; then 
her arms were around me and she was pressing herself against 
me; then we were kissing and her mouth opened under mine 
and her tongue, pointed, almost hard, furiously alive, darted 
against mine. I had never known such excitement, either in 
myself or in anybody else, but after a few more moments of it 
she made a great and almost hysterical effort, freeing herself. 
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‘No, no, no — for Christ’s sake — get out — go on — hurry up — 
go —go: 

I was still swinging between excitement and bewilderment 
when Cissie, wearing a long coat and an enormous hat that 
looked ridiculous on her, joined me downstairs. Saying nothing, 
wc walked into the cold night and the smell of the sea. There 
were very few people about, and of course none of the traffic 
that would be there now. Not knowing nor caring where we 
were going, we went from one side-street to another, from the 
hard light of the street-lamps to long stretches of shadow, hearing 
a few footsteps and an occasional raised voice. Cissie, who 
couldn’t walk properly but only teeter along, clung to my arm. 
And I think that somehow, through much thick cloth, it con- 
veyed to her a sense of the sexual excitement I’d been feeling. 

‘What happened when you took her that book, Dick?’ she 
asked in a kind of small sad way. 

‘What d’you think? Nothing.’ 

‘No, not nothing. Still, it couldn’t have been very much, 
the time you were there.’ She waited a moment or two. ‘She’s 
very attracted to you, she is, though she pretends not to be. 
But I can tell.’ 

‘Then you know mote than I do.’ 

‘Of course I do, you silly. I may be ignorant — I am — but 
there are some things I know about. And don’t forget what 
Nick said about her. You keep your mind on Nancy Ellis, if 
you have to think about the female sex.’ 

‘It’s you women — not me — who won’t let the subject drop, 
Cissie.’ 

‘Yes, Dick, I know. That’s how we arc.’ She didn’t sigh 
exactly — hardly anybody docs, outside novels — but she made a 
vague sort of mournful noise. ‘Oh crumbs! Sunday night! 
I’ve always hated Sunday nights, ever since I can remember. 
That’s why I was so mad at Nick — going off like that and 
leaving me alone. I didn’t want to go to Sir Alec Thingummy’s 
house — he can keep it — but I didn’t want to be left alone in a 
horrible dreary Scotch hotel —on a Sunday of all nights.’ 

‘You haven’t been alone.' 

‘No, not really — that’s right. Thanks to you, Dick dear. 
And I’m ever so grateful you’ve come out on this walk. I know 
you didn’t w'ant to, really. I’m fond of you, Dick. Let’s go 
along here.’ 

We turned towards a terrace, with tall houses on one side 
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and nothing on the other side, where we chose to walk: no 
houses, only a few trees and a kind of narrow promenade. 
‘It’s nicer here,’ Cissie continued, a little brighter than she had 
been but still rather small and sad. ‘And I’ll tell you somebody 
else who’s fond of you in his own way, though you’ll never 
believe me, the way he talks to you. Yes, your Uncle Nick.’ 

‘ He doesn’t show many signs of it.’ 

‘Well, that’s him, isn’t it? No need to tell me. Here, let’s sit 
down a minute. I’m no good at walking. Tired already.’ 

I hadn’t noticed the seat, but she had. ‘You’ll soon feel cold,’ 
I told her as we sat down. ‘And you can’t sit close to me with 
that hat.’ 

‘I'm taking it off.’ And I saw that she was busy unpinning 
it. ‘There — see!’ She held the hat in her left hand and put her 
right hand, from which the glove had mysteriously vanished, 
first on my shoulder and then up to my check, as she leaned 
against me. ‘Dick, I want you to do something for me,’ she 
said softly. ‘Just because I’m feeling miserable. Will you? 
It’s nothing to do with making love — don’t get wrong ideas — 
but something quite different. Something I never have. So, 
Dick, please just hold me close — as if you liked rrft a lot but 
didn’t want to have me — and just be gentle and kind. Even if 
it’s all pretending — just this once.’ 

She raised herself a little and put her cheek to mine, and I 
put an arm round her and rubbed my check against hers and 
then gently kissed her cheek, her trembling eyelids, her lips, 
which tasted of something 1 didn’t enjoy, just as I didn’t enjoy 
the overdose of scent she’d given herself. Then she was crying, 
and between sobs and gulps she said anything that came into 
her head. ‘ I feel so frightened sometimes — what’ll become of me? 
— He doesn’t love me — just wants me when he feels like it — 
and I love him— not always — I can hate him sometimes — but 
mostly I love him — though what’s the use? ’ There was a good 
deal more of it before I said we ought to be going back. The left 
side of my new overcoat stank of that scent of hers for several 
days. 

Once in bed I tried to wipe out the whole day and to read 
C. J. Holmes’s Notes on the Science of Picture Making , which I had 
bought secondhand in Edinburgh for three-and-six. I couldn’t 
read myself to sleep with it because I had to leave my bed to 
turn the light out. And then of course I began remembering 
and thinking. 
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If i’d ever had any idea that I wasn’t earning the five pounds 
a week that Uncle Nick paid me, it vanished on that Monday, 
ioth November 1913, in Aberdeen. By the time we’d done the 
second show, I was ready to drop. I’d had all the usual fuss 
in the morning, making sure all our stuff was there, all the 
business with the stage manager and the carpenter about our 
Indian Temple set, the effects and props, the lighting plot for 
the electricians; and then of course there was the band call, a 
shambles because Tommy Beamish decided to take his hang- 
over down there and then waste everybody’s time. I had 
breakfasted off a pair of kippers at eight, and by half-past one, 
when I had taken our call and had argued with six people 
about clearing the stage for us for our afternoon rehearsal, 
I was hungry again, very thirsty, and out of temper. Finally, 
leaving Sam and Ben to assemble all we needed for the bike 
trick, I had a pint and some peculiar sandwiches at a pub that 
ought to have been round the corner from the stage door but 
wasn’t. When I hurried back, Uncle Nick, still hatted and 
overcoated, was standing in the middle of the stage, under the 
hard-working light, looking like an illustration of Guy Boothby’s 
Doctor Nicola. 

‘ Whei c the hell have you been? ’ 

‘I dashed out for a quick bite and a drink.’ 

‘ Couldn’t you have waited? ’ 

‘Now look,’ I told him angrily, ‘I don’t know what time 
you got up, uncle, but I’ve already been down here about five 
hours. I’m not grumbling. It’s my job. But don’t talk to me 
and look at me as if I’d been sitting around somewhere. 
I’ve not been off my feet since eight o’clock this morning.’ 

‘You don’t know you’re born yet, lad. And next time you 
want to give me some bloody cheek, just keep your voice down.’ 
He didn’t grin because he’d become too much the Indian 
Magician — but I could tell by his tone that he felt friendlier. 
‘Now while we’re waiting — just try that bike. No, not there, 
Sam,’ he shouted, moving up. 

The bicycle was very much lighter and smaller than any 
machine I’d ridden since I was a kid, and at first I found it 
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hard to manage. I nearly ran into Cissie, who was hanging 
around offstage, looking forlorn and apprehensive. ‘Dick, do 
be careful,’ she whispered as I stopped and she grabbed the 
bike. ‘You’ve no idea what he’s like when he’s working out 
something new. He’s a demon — honest he is. You’ve just not 
got to mind. He can’t help it.’ 

As a matter of fact I didn’t resent him at all once we began 
seriously rehearsing the illusion, though I couldn’t see how it 
could possibly work. He was extremely exacting, making us do 
what we had to do over and over again, long after we thought 
we were perfect, his idea of perfection being very different from 
ours. All five of us were involved in it — Sam and Ben Hayes, 
dependable but inclined to be slow; Cissie and Barney, quicker 
but apt to be bungling out of sheer nervousness; and I, who 
found the cycling irksome and irritating; and for four weary 
afternoons, from Monday to Thursday, he held us, so to speak, 
at the point of his will, out of an iron self-discipline, never 
becoming less demanding and exacting, never tampering with 
his own standard of perfection, no matter how mutinous we 
might be looking or how tired he might be feeling. I can’t go 
into details without giving away the tiick, but my pJ’rt in it was 
to approach the open doorway quite slowly on my bicycle and 
then at a given signal, when Unc le Nick would fire his green 
flash, turn and race oil’ the stage through a concealed gap in the 
set; and I had to do this over and over and over again because 
the other people were making mistakes; so that I often damned 
and blasted under my breath all this slave-driving; but in fart I 
couldn’t help admiring Uncle Nick because he compelled us 
by sheer force of will to bring to life what he had first imagined 
and then had worked out in his diagrams. What had seemed 
ridiculous on Monday began taking shape on Tuesday and 
Wednesday, and late on Thursday afternoon it appeared a 
marvel. I never saw it from the hont, of course, but the house 
manager and the stage manager did, by request, at five on 
Thursday. And though the stage lighting was not as it would 
be when the illusion was included in the act, and none of us 
was wearing costume and make-up, both men were enthusi- 
astic. 

The house manager, who had seen none of our rehearsals, 
came back and cried: ‘ Marvellous, Mr Ollanton! It’s a certain 
winner. Can’t imagine how you do it. Must have it in your act 
at once.’ 
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‘Not possible,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘Sorry! Can’t bring it in 
until next week — Glasgow. Sorry again! But tell me — as a 
favour — exactly what you saw.’ 

‘Oh — well — yes. I saw this open doorway brought on and 
saw you walk through it several times to piove it’s all right — 
just a doorway. Then this young fellow comes riding on 
towards the doorway, and you said ‘Ready — steady — go’ or 
something of that sort, you waved your green flash, and I 
saw the bicycle go through the doorway and your dwarf came 
running on to catch it — and the young fellow had completely 
disappeared — where to, God knows! Isn’t that right, Mr 
Ollanton? ’ 

‘Quite right. Thanks very much. Must clear now.’ And as 
he moved my way, Uncle Nick gave me a wink. Later, he said, 
‘You remember what I told you — about their minds moving 
slowly while we’re working fast? Of course the green flash 
blinds them while the twx> hinged flaps come out of the wall, 
and then I’m waving it towards the other side of the doorway 
where they expect to see the bike coming out — and Cissie’s 
quick enough now but not steady enough, her bike’s still 
wobbling too much— and then of course they see Barney run- 
ning on to catch it — and the flaps are back before they’ve had 
time to notice ’em. They see w hat they expect to see. But while 
they’ve had little time, we’ve had a lot of time — that’s the chief 
secret. Well, lad, now we can take it easy for a w'hile. And don’t 
forget Sir Alec’s paity tonight.’ 

I knew about this party of course — it had been fixed up 
when Uncle Nick and Tommy Beamish saw Sir Alec on Sunday 
night — but I hadn’t been thinking much about it, chiefly 
because I’d been too tired after all this trick cycling during 
the day and then two shows at night. However, I knew that we 
were going to Sir Alec’s as soon as we’d changed after the 
second performance on Thursday night, that we men weren’t 
expected to wear evening dress, which meant I wouldn’t have 
to hire one, and that everybody wasn’t going, Uncle Nick and 
Tommy Beamish being allowed to choose the guests. Gustav 
Colmar and Nonie were going; Uncle Nick and Cissie and I; 
Ricarlo, Nancy, Susie and her husband; and Tommy Beamish 
of course, Julie and old Courtenay: twelve of us in all. And 
the first there were Uncle Nick, wearing a high collar, a tie 
with a ruby pin in it, and a dark suit I’d never seen before, 
Cissie with too much rouge on and in a heliotrope dress that 

79 



clashed with her cheeks, and I, in the blue serge suit I had 
bought for thirty bob. 

Looking back at it now, I suppose that Sir Alec Inverurie 
lived in a substantial villa, just outside the city, but as it was 
the largest house I had ever been in up to that time, it seemed 
to me then a vast glittering mansion. Sir Alec himself was a 
squat elderly man who poked his head forward, so that he 
seemed rather like a pink and polished turtle. Up to a point he 
was warmly hospitable, but somehow he never allowed you to 
forget that he was rich and you weren’t and that you were being 
given a great treat. Lady Inverurie was a large-boned, stiffish 
sort of woman who wore the same look of faint astonishment 
throughout the party. She had a widowed sister, Mrs Gregory, 
who was much younger and plumper, a rosy blonde, and I was 
not surprised, a little later, to see that Ricarlo had taken her 
into a comer, where no doubt he was begging her to give him a 
report on his juggling. Then there were some assorted Aber- 
donians, and among them two rather pretty girls, Kitty and 
Phyllis, who were apparently inseparable and laughed a lot, 
always simultaneously. 

After Sir Alec had commanded champagne for him, Uncle 
Nick entertained the company by showing them some of his 
pocket tricks, which really were remarkable. I thought they 
were wasted on most of these people, just because they had no 
curiosity as to how such things could be done but simply 
accepted them as entertainment. At the end of this little per- 
formance, I found myself sitting on a sofa between Kitty and 
Phyllis. Not having seen our show — they were being taken the 
next night, Friday second house — but having been told I was 
on the stage, they took it for granted I was some sort of comic, 
so that every time I said anything they screamed with laughter. 
When I told them that Aberdeen’s larger granite buildings 
photographed better than they really looked, I might have been 
Tommy Beamish (who had not yet arrived), the way they 
laughed, always both together like puppets sharing strings, and 
told me what a scream I was. They were still at it when I 
looked up and caught sight, among new arrivals, of Nancy Ellis. 
She was wearing a new dress, emerald green and father fancy, 
and had had her hair done in a different older way, with an 
emerald green bandeau, and she didn’t look right and herself 
at all; yet somehow, perhaps because she had tried so hard and 
the total effect was wrong, she seemed essentially charming and 
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touching, and my heart went out to her. I made some excuse 
to the laughing girls, told Nancy she must be as hungry as I was, 
and took her into the adjoining room, where there were two 
long tables of splendid cold food. 

‘Well, now you can start making me laugh,' she said, after 
we had helped ourselves. 

‘You heard those girls?’ 

‘ Everybody must have done.’ 

‘I wasn’t being funny, Nancy. They’re a pair of idiots. 
I’m on the stage — so I must be a funny man. That’s how their 
minds work — God knows why!’ 

'You don’t understand about girls, do you, Dick?’ 

‘ Probably not.’ 

‘They didn’t think you were funny. They just laughed like 
that to make other people feel they were having a wonderful 
lime with you — to make them feel envious. We deal in envy a 
lot, we girls. Sometimes I think we’re stinkers. Why haven’t I 
seen you roaming round, this week, Dick?’ 

I told her about the bike trick. ‘And we’re putting it into the 
act next week in Glasgow.’ 

She laughed. ‘Dick Herncastle, the old pro. And this is only 
your thiid week. I seem to have had years and years of it. And 
my trouble is, I hate audiences. Even when they’re good, I still 
don’t like them. Silly idiots! Where are you staying this week?’ 

‘Oh, she's there, is she?’ This was after I’d told her about the 
hotel, and of course she meant Julie Blane not Cissie. ‘You 
want to be careful with that one.’ She wasn’t entirely serious 
but not entirely flippant either. The look she gave me was more 
serious than her tone of voice. 

‘I’ve hardly exchanged a word with her since Sunday,’ I 
said. ‘We’ve been busy all day. We don’t eat supper at the 
hotel but have something sent in between the houses. And 
when we’ve got back there, I’ve just crept up to bed, aching with 
tiredness. But why must I be careful with Miss Blane? ’ 

‘Because I think she’s desperate, though about what I don’t 
know. And she’s very attractive in her own way. Susie and 
Bob don’t think so, but I think they’re wrong, though of course 
she’s older than they are and years and years older than you, 
Dick. And she’s hungry — for somebody or something. She’s 
been quite nice to me, and she’s obviously very experienced and 
very clever, I mean professionally, but somehow she seems to 
me a rather frightening person — ’ 
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‘They’re here.’ I could see the doorway and she couldn’t, 
and Julie and Tommy Beamish and old Courtenay were just 
coming in, along with Sir Alec and Lady Inverurie, Uncle 
Nick and several others. And I must say that Julie and Tommy 
— and particularly Tommy, who was already more than half 
tight — immediately began to give that party a lift. I was giving 
it one myself inside, because, not liking champagne and not 
seeing any beer, I was drinking Sir Alec’s excellent whisky, 
though taking plenty of water with it. 

Then the party really got going* Sir Alec and one of his 
Tory friends were denouncing Lloyd George, as so many True 
Blues were then, when Tommy Beamish took over. Somehow, 
by some magic of his own, looking and sounding like an idiot 
Lloyd George, he launched into an impassioned nonsense speech 
about health insurance and sevenpence for fourpence and 
mangel-wurzels and wicked peers, and then when he had most 
of us weak with laughter, he commanded us to fall into line and 
follow him. This we did, hand in hand, mostly, if we were not 
too old and stiff for it, jigging along to the tune of The Gal- 
loping Major, a popular music-hall song then — and bumpity- 
bumpity-bumpity-bump we went up and down stairs afid all over 
the house. I had Nancy’s hand in mine, of course, and in spite 
of that too mature dress she was wearing — though I think her 
other hand had plucked up its long tight skirt — she seemed to 
turn at once into the saucy bright-glancing girl she was in the 
act, and she didn’t merely jig along as the rest of us did but 
improvised all manner of little dancing steps. At the same time, 
though, when she looked up at me, laughing, she also seemed 
to be the other Nancy, the one who didn’t care about her stage 
act, but now not critical and dubious, unsure of me, but warm 
and friendly and trusting. And I don’t care if anybody sees me 
as a young idiot, I can only say that during that romp I felt 
something I have rarely felt outside the times when my work 
was going really well, and that is a sensation of pure happiness. 
Our high spirits together created that great blue bubble, a 
world unmapped and outside solar space and time, which most 
of us see so rarely and some people never know at all. Often, 
during the First War and just afterwards, I looked back at that 
quarter of an hour, trying to recapture its quality, like a man 
exiled for ever from a beautiful homeland. 

Well, of course we couldn’t stay on that level, but it was still 
a lively party. Uncle Nick surprised me — though I knew he’d 
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had plenty of champagne — by completely abandoning hi? 
usual air of sardonic detachment and improvising with Tommy 
Beamish a very funny conjuring and thought-reading act. 
Ricarlo juggled with spoons and glasses, rolling an eye, when 
he could spare one, towards a beaming and probably already 
weakening Mrs Gregory. Julie Blane and old Courtenay did 
a kind of duet version of The Green Eye of the Little Yellow God, 
with some interruptions from Tommy Beamish, now in 
uproarious form. Nancy and her sister and Bob Hodson sang a 
nonsense trio. Then I seem to remember taking part in an 
eightsome reel, wondering all the time what I did next. It 
must have been just after that, when I had left the crowded 
drawing-room to find a cool drink in the empty dining-room, 
that I found Julie squeezing my arm. 

‘Dick, you’ve got to help me with him — ’ 

‘Tommy?’ 

‘Yes. He’s in that cloakroom by the front door — completely 
plastered of course — and he’s been trying to take his clothes off 
after being sick all over them — and I’ve got to get him out of 
here before something awful happens — back to the hotel and 
safe in bed. And you’ve got to help me, Dick.’ 

‘Of course, Julie. But how do we do it?’ 

‘ Sir Alec’s chauffeur is waiting outside with the car, to take 
some people home. So dodge out — don’t let anybody see you 
if you can manage it — and warn him, then make for the 
cloakroom and give me a hand with Tommy. Oh God — I can’t 
tell you how I hate this —but it’s got to be done.’ 

I had in fact almost to carry him out to the car, which 
fortunately was a big one, so that when we got him inside, at 
the back, and he utterly collapsed, we let him lie on the floor 
while Julie supported his head and shoulders so that he 
couldn’t be badly bumped. We asked no help from the chauf- 
feur, a sevcre-looking fellow who obviously didn’t propose to do 
anything except run us down to the hotel. 

‘You’re pretty strong, aren't you, Dick?’ Julie said anxiously 
when we were on our way. 

And I was in those days; after the war it was different. 
‘If you’re worried about getting him to your room, I think I 
can manage it, with just a little help.’ 

I did too, and while Julie, who was feeling shaky, went 
off to a bathroom, I undressed poor Tommy, who frightened 
me by beginning to breathe in a peculiar way and then opening 
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his eyes and rolling them around. I got him into his pyjamas and 
into the double bed. 

‘Thank you, Dick.’ Julie had come back very quietly and 
spoke softly. ‘But he’s on the wrong side. We’ll have to move 
him.’ And this wasn’t difficult because now he was completely 
out and making snoring noises. ‘Would you like a drink?’ 

‘No, thanks, Julie.’ 

‘ I need one, in spite of that bad example.’ She swallowed some 
whisky, neat. ‘Why are you looking like that?’ 

‘I was thinking about Tommy, 1 I whispered. We needn’t 
have whispered, but we did. ‘What he did to that party. How 
happy he made me feel. And now — this.’ 

‘ Quite — quite, Mr Herncastle. And I have a lot of — this’ 

Hardly aware of what I was doing, I had moved closer to 
her and now I had my hands just below her shoulders and 
squeezed a little. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Julie.’ 

She gave a quick shake to free herself. ‘ I didn’t ask you to be 
sorry, did I? What do you know about anything? Y ou’re only a boy. 
And stop trying to maul me about. I hate it. You’d better go now.’ 

‘I had, hadn’t I? Good night, Miss Blane.’ 

I went at once, closed the door carefully, and tfien walked 
quickly but quietly along the corridor, so quietly that I thought 
I heard the door being opened behind me, but I never looked 
back. Next day, Friday, Uncle Nick never asked me what had 
happened at the party, and when Gissie seemed to want to 
talk about it, he shut her up. I didn’t see Julie either then or 
on Saturday, but she may have been keeping out of my way as 
I was out of hers. It was the same with Nancy. We all seemed 
to play out our week in Aberdeen separate and in a glum 
silence, all except Ricarlo, for I ran into him on Saturday 
afternoon with a smiling Mrs Gregory by his side, and in passing 
he flashed me a huge bright wicked wink. 
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T he glas go w week began badly. In the train from Aberdeen 
on the Sunday, I had hoped to see at last some fine Highland 
scenery, but it was curtained off by sheets of rain. We had 
a corridor again but neither Nancy and her lot nor Ricarlo 
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appeared to be travelling by that train; so my choice of com- 
pany was restricted to Sam and Ben, who never wanted to 
talk about anything except racing, Barney, excitable, ridiculous 
and irritating, the Colmars and Burrard. Once again I saw 
Burrard talking earnestly to Nonie Colmar and Barney, who 
were nudging each other and trying not to giggle in his face; 
but this time I wasn’t able to sneak past without Burrard 
noticing me. He came bouncing out, seized me by the arm, al- 
most dragged me into his compartment, and sternly ordered 
Nonie and Barney to leave us alone. 

‘Can’t talk sense to a foreign little tart and a midget,’ 
he said when they had gone. ‘The brains aren’t there. Now 
you’re different, cully. All right — you’re young — so you’re 
too easy, too careless — don’t use your eyes and ears — but 
you’re not completely bloody ignorant. You know what I’m 
talking about, don’t you, cully?’ 

‘Well, I’m not sure, Mr Burrard — ’ 

‘Harry — Harry — how many times have I to tell you? Now 
listen, cully, and use your loaf. What’s it going to be like in 
Glasgow? How many of ’em’ll be there? Give a guess. Three? 
Four? No, cully, you’d be out. I say six to eight. Might be ten. 
And you know what they’ll be doing ’cos I’ve already told you 
and you can’t be that bleeding stupid. The word’s been passed 
on and instructions wired — definite instructions: Give Burrard the 
bird. And sooner or later it’ll work of course — I’m just one man 
and they’re an organisation. But I’m not lying down, y’know, 
cully — Harry Burrard doesn’t lie down to let ’em walk over him 
— no bloody fear! I heard about Sir Alec, y’know — I tell you, 
I keep my ears open — and I knew him twenty years ago, but 
he never came near me — and I’ll tell you why.’ He glanced 
wildly towards the door, then leant forward. ”Cos Sir bloody Alec 
had had his orders. Not a suggestion, no — definite orders. He lias to 
take ’em like the rest.’ There was a lot more of this stuff and I 
had really stopped listening when he got up to open a bag lying 
on the seat. Then my ears went to work with my eyes. ‘And if 
I catch one right on the job — I give it to him — he gets it. 
With this .’ And he opened the bag to show me, lying on top of 
shirts and ties and socks, surprisingly neatly folded and packed, 
a revolver. ‘Loaded, of course. And I know how to use it, cully.’ 
So I wasted the next ten minutes begging him to get rid of the 
thing, but first he laughed at me and then, losing his temper, 
told me to clear out. 
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Well, that wasn’t a good beginning, and then we were late 
running into Glasgow, I had to fuss around making sure of our 
baggage, it was still raining, the city looked big, dark, strange, 
and I had a hell of a job in an old cab trying to find the digs, 
where this time I would be on my own, at the address Cissie 
had given me. And Monday morning, when it was still dark and 
wet, was no better, even worse; first seeing our stuff in and 
helping to sort it out; then giving some new cues to the stage 
manager and the electricians, because we were now putting in 
the Vanishing Cyclist ; then a worse band call than ever because 
we really needed some new music and hadn’t got any and so 
had to fiddle about with what we had; and then, in the after- 
noon, just when I needed a rest, finding myself pedalling away 
on that damned bike again because the trick had to be rehearsed 
at least a dozen times more before the audience saw it. Uncle 
Nick swore at everybody; I swore back at him; Sam and Ben 
turned sulky and sullen; Barney kept disappearing; and Cissie 
cried. I didn’t even go back to my digs again before the first 
house; it was still raining and there didn’t seem time; I had 
some tea in a cafe where there were too many people all steaming 
and cross; and then I crawled up to a dressing-room,' Hong before 
I had to be there, and saw it would be murderously too small 
for Sam, Ben, Barney and me. So if this was Glasgow, they 
could keep it. , 

Then everything was different. This happens so often — 
though it always seems almost miraculous, as if an unknown sun 
had risen — that I have never been able to understand how 
anyone, not suffering from an incurable disease, can fall into 
utter despair and begin contemplating suicide. I don’t know 
why Glasgow, in the week beginning 17th November 1913, 
should have decided it must go to a music hall; but our first 
houses were well filled, our second houses were packed, and 
they loved us. Our Vanishing Cyclist was an immediate success; 
all Tuesday’s papers singled it out and praised it; and every 
time I went scorching through that hidden gap in the set I 
could hear the huge gasp go up from the audience, ready to 
swear they saw me vanish in the doorway. The whole act went 
magnificently, performance after performance. So did the others. 
And I was so delighted about this that during the interval at 
the second house, when I had finished with the stage, I would 
hastily remove my dusky make-up, which I hated, and get out 
of the smelly Indian costume, just to go down to watch Ricarlo, 
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look at and listen to Nancy and Susie and their three gentlemen, 
and then enjoy with the uproarious crowd the wild antics and 
lunacies of Tommy Beamish and the outraged gentility of 
Julie and old Courtenay. I had heard that the Glasgow audi- 
ences only liked their own, a Harry Lauder or a Neil Kenyon, 
but it was not true of them that week, when Tommy, who really 
had a kind of genius at these times, set them bellowing or 
screaming just as he pleased. 

He had to make a very funny exit during the sketch, to 
examine a bathroom while the fuming father and bewildered 
daughter wondered what kind of lunatic they were having to 
endure; and I remember that at the Tuesday second house, as 
he came rushing off, out of breath, sweating, his eyes gleaming, 
followed by the huge hard rattle of laughter, he stopped near 
me to get his breath and to slow down for his next entrance, 
when he would be quiet and bewildered, a man lost in a strange 
world. 

‘Listen to that, old boy,’ he panted. ‘Just listen to it. Eh?’ 

‘It’s tremendous.’ 

‘So it is — so it is. It’s what I’m here for. But — I’ll tell you 
something — old boy. It’s the cruellest bloody sound in the 
world— just people laughing like that. Gives me the creeps 
sometimes. Well — on we go!’ 

And then as he crept back on to the stage, his face a mask of 
bewilderment deepening to despair, and the huge hard rattle 
rose again, I knew what he meant. It wasn’t innocent and 
natural, as the soft laughter between friends could be; there 
was something fierce and vindictive about it, not coming from 
a happy people but from those whose bewilderment deepening 
to despair was not a mask; and I noticed after that, as we played 
in so many different towns, that the poorer and darker the 
streets surrounding us, the closer we were to misery, the louder 
and harder the laughter was. 

The one who wasn’t doing better but even worse was poor 
Harry G. Burrard, Eccentric Comedian. As we followed him, we 
couldn’t help noticing this. They didn’t want him any more, 
and voices from the gallery told him so. He was in fact now 
‘getting the bird’ — a strange term for something dreaded and 
horrible. His Diddy-diddy-oodah-oodah-oodah, coming out of a 
lost gaiety, evenings gone never to return, now made me 
shudder. He came off muttering curses on his imaginary per- 
secutors, and at the first house on Wednesday he had tried to 
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tell me how many there were, but Uncle Nick told him to shut 
up and added brutally that their agent was coming to see what 
was left of his act. I had told Uncle Nick about Burrard’s 
persecution mania and had mentioned the revolver he had 
shown me on the train, but Uncle Nick said it was all nonsense, 
that Burrard had always been lazy, refusing to find new material 
and to change his act while there was still time, and that he, 
Nick Ollanton, who never stopped working to improve his act, 
had no patience with or sympathy for the idle ignorant clown. 
‘We’re here to do our best and eam-our money, lad, and Bur- 
rard doesn’t even begin to try. Let him go and serve pints in a 
third-rate pub. It’s all he’s fit for. So don’t give me any more 
about Harry Burrard. Forget him.’ 

Apart from poor Burrard, we were all rising with the tide 
of packed houses and enthusiastic appreciation. Of course we 
were not like a theatrical company, which comes to an audience 
as one unit. We were so many entirely separate and indepen- 
dent acts, but because we were touring together, forming the 
greater part of one continuing bill, we could respond together to 
a heart-warming week like this. So for the first time, as far 
as my very limited experience went, dressing-room doors were 
left open, except when people were actually dressing, and 
congratulatory visits were exchanged, together with some 
drink, or there were smiling encounters along the corridors. 
There was almost a party atmosphere. Even Uncle Nick, 
sardonically detached and generally unpopular, perhaps 
because he was secretly delighted by the immediate success of 
his Vanishing Cyclist and the press notices, allowed himself to 
receive and even to offer a few compliments and congratulations. 
Even the musical director, after paying a call between the houses 
on Tuesday to make some suggestions about our music, was 
offered a glass of champagne. 

After the first house on Tuesday I ran into Julie, both of us 
wearing costume and make-up of course, though I’d taken 
off my turban. ‘No, Dick,’ and she put up a hand to stop me. 
‘Stay a moment. I’ll find it easier to apologise when we’re both 
looking so ridiculous.’ 

‘I’m not looking for apologies,’ I told her, stiffly. 

‘Oh — don’t be pompous,’ she cried. ‘I’d much rather you 
were angry. But anyhow, I’m sorry, my dear, truly sorry. 
You came and helped me at once, leaving the party and all 
those girls. You managed to cope with Tommy, when it would 
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have been far too much for me. Then when I ought to have been 
thanking you, I had to start spitting and snarling and clawing 
like a wounded cat.’ She waited a moment, just looking at me. 
‘I behaved very badly, and I really am sorry. There! Well, 
say something.’ 

‘Let’s forget it. Only— just one thing. And I’m not trying to 
give you a dig. But the next time you give me a man’s job to do, 
as you did last Thursday night, don’t tell me when I’ve done it, 
that I’m only a boy — ’ 

‘Oh — that’s what you really hated, is it? But Dick my 
darling, don’t forget I’m thirty-five — yes, thirty-five — so I can’t 
help thinking you’re a boy — oh, the biggest and brightest and 
sweetest of all boys — but a boy.’ Now she came closer, burying 
both hands in the Indian robe I was wearing, and whispered: 
‘Yes, let’s forget Thursday, my dear. Remember the Sunday 
before, when you gave me the book. I didn’t quite behave as if 
you were a boy then, did I? Or have you forgotten?’ 

‘Of course I haven’t forgotten, Julie. But one night it’s like 
that— then the next time I’m trying to maul you about — 
though I’d barely touched you — ’ 

‘Richard Herncastle — oh, it’s really rather a good name, 
isn’t it? Perhaps one day you may be famous. But what I wanted 
to say, you sweet idiot, is that you must learn a little about 
women — just watch for a few signs — ’ 

‘When do I get a chance?’ 

‘You’ll have to lend me another book, won’t you?’ She 
touched my mouth with her finger. ‘I must run or Tommy’ll 
be shouting for me. ’Bye, my dear.’ 

She could leave me like that and I would feel a stifling kind 
of excitement, not good because it killed everything round it 
stone dead. But if I just saw her, without exchanging either any 
bright chat or any whispering and touching, it was quite differ- 
ent. What I felt then, being aware of her beauty and perhaps 
all the more keenly aware because othtr people seemed blind to 
it, was a sort of impersonal admiration, as if she had been a 
picture, but this always gave way to a feeling of deep compassion, 
which arose not simply out of what I already knew about her 
but also out of a conviction, not rational, entirely intuitive, 
that she was doomed, as if some invisible court had passed its 
sentence on her. At the same time, even while moved by this 
compassion, I could still feel there was an element in her that 
was undependable, tricky, perhaps treacherous. And if all this 

89 



seems very complicated, I am sorry, but I thinh that if anything 
I am simplifying my confusion during this particular period, 
when Julie and I had only these odd occasional encounters. 
Finally, there was something else — which some people won’t 
believe, but I can’t help that — that just as I knew intuitively 
there would never be any escape for her, not only into some 
kind of happiness but even into contentment, as if I could see 
her hurrying along one wrong road after another, I also knew, 
though it was all very vague, that sooner or later I would enter 
into a relationship with her that wouldn’t do cither of us any 
good at all. 

During the second house on the Wednesday, after I had 
changed and looked in on Uncle Nick, who was taking it easy 
and had given me a glass of his champagne, and after I had 
passed on the stairs Susie, Bob, Ambrose and Esmond, coming 
up to change, I ran into Nancy. It was the first time we’d had 
a chance to be alone while she was still in her stage costume; 
and perhaps — and it flashed through my mind as soon as I saw 
her — she might still be the saucy girl with the beautiful and 
witty legs, not the serious disapproving one with the rather pale 
face and the smudgy reproachful eyes. 

‘It’s my girl in pink,’ I shouted, opening my arms. 

‘Not yours — theirs — anybody’s,’ she cried. And as I tried to 
stop her, rather clumsily, on one side, laughing she dodged past 
me on the other side, the beautiful and witty legs flying upstairs. 

I charged after her. At the first landing, not hers, she feinted to 
turn, deceiving me for a moment, and it was not until wc 
reached the second landing that I caught up to her. 

‘No, Dick, you mustn’t,’ she cried, still half laughing, as my 
arms went round her. ‘It isn’t fair. I hate you. You’re a beast.’ 

‘This girl doesn’t think so — no, not this one.’ And then 
because she rested against me for one delicious moment, I 
let my grasp go slack. She tore out of my arms, with a little 
shriek of triumph; she went with a kind of dancing run along 
the corridor; and shouting some nonsense I tore after her. But 
as I said earlier, there was a kind of party atmosphere backstage 
these nights, with dressing-room doors wide open and people 
exchanging visits or chatting along the corridors. So there were 
arms stretched out and cheers for our race. I think it was Ambrose 
and Esmond who wouldn’t allow Nancy to escape, blocking 
the way, together with the call boy — he was called Edgar, I 
remember — who must have just brought up food and drink for 
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somebody. And my arms were around Nancy again, and she 
was laughing while telling me I was a brute, and I was laughing 
in breathless triumph, and the others were laughing in sym- 
pathy, and either Ambrose or Esmond or both of them together 
was exclaiming, ‘Really it’s marvellous — we’re all so madly 
gay these nights,’ when we heard the shot, which came from a 
closed dressing-room nearer the stairs. We all stared in that 
direction and then at one another. 

‘ Who dresses there? ’ somebody asked. 

‘ Mr Burrard,’ said Edgar. As call boy he had the freedom of 
all dressing-rooms, so he added: ‘I'd better go and see, hadn’t 
I?’ 

He hurried along, and rather uneasily several of us drifted 
aftci him. He went in, came out with a face like paper, tried to 
speak but began retching and then was sick. I hadn’t noticed 
Uncle Nick leaving his dressing-room, which was at the other 
end of the corridor, but now, still the Indian Magician and tall, 
imposing, authoritative in his robes, he swept past us, saying, 
‘Keep away. I’ll do this.’ Nobody said a word while he was in 
the dressing-room; we might have been all turned to stone. 

‘Burrard’s dead,’ he announced curtly when he came out. 
‘Shot himself.’ He closed the door behind him. ‘Keep out. 
You wouldn’t like it. Where’s that boy? Never mind. Richard, 
go down and tell the stage manager. Somebody’ll have to ring 
up the police.’ 

As I went downstairs, there was a rush to my side and a hand 
gripped mine. It was Nancy. ‘I'm coming w’ith you, Dick. I 
don’t know why. Just to be doing something, I suppose. You 
don’t mind, do you? I don’t want to listen to them all talking. 
Don’t talk, Dick, please.’ She seemed mostly a small desperate 
hand. 

As soon as we reached the stage level, we could hear Tommy’s 
sketch going uproariously. I left Nancy to go up to the prompt 
corner to whisper to the stage manager. In the brilliantly illum- 
inated box of the stage, Tommy Beamish, with his improbable 
ginger moustache and his gleaming but strangely wavering 
eyes, was crying, ‘Immaterial? Immaterial ?’ in a tone of horror 
and was beginning to climb over the sofa. When I rejoined 
Nancy, she was crying, and I took her further away from the 
stage, towards the stairs, and then held her and tried to comfort 
her. 

‘ It seems so much worse because I couldn’t bear him — ’ 
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‘He was out of his mind, Nancy. I warned Uncle Nick — 
I told him poor Burrard seemed to me quite barmy — •’ 

‘But perhaps that was because nobody liked him any more. 
Perhaps if we’d just pretended, Dick — ’ 

‘No, it must have been something else, Nancy. Probably 
something that attacked his brain.’ (And I wasn’t far out, I 
learnt later from the inquest.) 

‘You won’t believe me when I say I don’t like this life — 
but I don’t — I don’t — I don’t — ’ 

‘I know — I know — I know — ’ I said soothingly, holding her 
a little tighter and rubbing my cheek against her hair. 

She didn’t move for a few moments, then she pulled away 
gently, gave me a quick kiss, and said: ‘We must go up. Lend 
me your handkerchief.’ Then as we walked towards the stairs: 
‘Perhaps he could hear us — chasing about and laughing — not 
caring what happened to him. And even now I can’t help feeling 
he was so awful. I stopped speaking to him weeks and weeks 
ago. And somehow that makes it worse. Perhaps we were all 
happy too soon.’ 

‘I don’t believe that, Nancy. And I hope you won’t.’ 

‘I don’t know what I believe, Dick. I’m all muddled up. 
If somebody had told me Burrard was leaving us, I’d have 
been delighted. Now it’s horrible — frightening.’ I let her move 
a step ahead of me now, though she was going slowly, drooping 
a litde above that short pink skirt. She went on: ‘We none of 
us wanted him — not even any of those idiots in front — we 
longed for him to go and leave us. So he did — like that. And 
perhaps we made him. And perhaps now it’ll never be the same.’ 
And perhaps it wasn’t. 
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Book Two 




I 


There were two immediate changes, and, as far as I was 
concerned, both were for the better. The first was that we left 
Glasgow for the West Riding, my own part of the world — and 
of course Uncle Nick’s too, but unlike me he had no affection 
for it, and indeed disliked it. (He said too many people round 
there were narrow, stupid and conceited, which may have been 
his honest opinion. But another reason may have been that he 
was always liable to be recognised by people who remembered 
him before he became a variety star and didn’t hesitate to tell 
him so, some of them calling him Albert Edward too.) We were 
playing three consecutive weeks in the West Riding — first 
Bradford, then Leeds, then Sheffield, which meant we should 
have no long Sunday train journeys. And I knew Bradford 
pretty well, having been fairly often, and I knew that if the 
weather was no good for outdoor sketching — and now, with no 
more rehearsing, I was free all day — I could go to the Cart- 
wright Memorial Hall or to the Reference Library in Darley 
Street to look through some special numbers of The Studio. We 
were all in digs fairly close together and only about ten minutes’ 
walk from the Empire. I was two doors away from Uncle Nick 
and Cissie, and was sharing a sitting-room with Ricarlo, who 
must have known in advance about our landlady, Mrs Sugden, 
a widow of about the right age, proportions, colouring, even if 
at first sight she seemed too grimly business-like for dalliance. 
Nancy, Susie and Bob Hodson were at the end of the same 
terrace, and Julie and Tommy Beamish (I never did know 
where old Courtenay hid himself) were not far away. And 
though it was late November, Monday morning was fine and 
clear, without a threat of rain or fog, though cold enough, with 
a glitter of frost and a sprinkling of snow already on the highest 
hilltops. I could see myself doing some sketching, possibly on 
the moors, and there was Nancy, not a hundred yards away; 
and it all seemed splendid, as indeed it was until that damned 
agent came. But he makes his entrance later. 

The second change for the better was the act that replaced 
poor Burrard’s. Jennings and Johnson , Comedy Duo — as they 
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called themselves on the bill — were Americans and had only 
just arrived in England. Bill Jennings and Hank Johnson had 
married two sisters, now running a dress shop in Cleveland, 
Ohio, but were not otherwise related; nevertheless, they looked, 
talked, behaved, almost exactly alike both on and off the stage. 
They were in their late forties or early fifties, broad-faced, com- 
fortable, genuinely humorous men who were always easy, 
never perturbed, and in a quiet and amiable fashion didn’t 
seem to give a damn, just as Uncle Nick (who took to them at 
once) didn’t in his own saturnine way. Their act was as much 
ahead of its time as poor Burrard’s had been behind it. They 
were on immediately before us, as Burrard had been, so I 
always knew how their act was going, and very often it left 
our audiences, especially in the first houses, more be vildered 
than amused. I loved it. They put on hardly any make-up; 
they wore dark blue suits, winged collars, sober ties; and they 
looked like a couple of insurance men or bank cashiers, except 
for the twinkle in their eyes. They would sing, poker-faced and 
without any enthusiasm, some quite incongruous ditty {Every 
night sitting in the parlour — Ain't love grand > ), exchange some 
indolent and nonsensical backchat, and then, wearing bowler 
hats that they would take off to toss imaginary flowers out of 
them, they would go slowly and gravely, as if two middle- 
aged insurance men had gone mad, through the motions of a 
ballet. They were masters of that incongruity which, at least in 
my opinion, added the necessary condiments and spices to 
music-hall fare. 

Off the stage they existed in an atmosphere of cigars, whisky, 
cool lechery (they were after Nonie Colmar like a shot), 
humorous reminiscence filled with incredibly tall stories. 
They were always friendly with me but they called me ‘Son’, 
and it was only Uncle Nick, out of all the people on the bill, 
whom they regarded as their equal and their friend. He too had 
toured America, on the Orpheum and Pantfiges and other 
circuits, often playing three and even four shows a day, and this 
gave the three of them plenty of common ground. Moreover, 
Uncle Nick was a very good billiards and snooker player, and as 
they were experts at American Pool, he was able to spend many 
happy afternoons teaching them our English varieties of these 
cue-and-ball games. The arrival of Jennings and Johnson was a 
little piece of luck coming just before I would need one, as we 
shall see. Their act never failed to amuse me, no matter what 
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I might be feeling; their companionship helped to keep Uncle 
Nick in a good temper just when I was all too often in a bad 
temper, as we shall also see. Perhaps if they hadn’t turned up. 
Uncle Nick might have bounced me back to my office stool. 

The weather staying fine, very cold on the tops but crisp 
and clear, both on Tuesday and Wednesday of that week in 
Bradford, I put a slab of pork or veal-and-ham pie (they were 
very good then in the West Riding) in the knapsack with my 
painting gear, took trams towards the moors, and did some 
sketching. It had to be hurried because I soon felt cold; I also 
felt rather lonely. So on Wednesday, after the second house, I 
waited for Nancy and insisted upon walking up to the digs with 
her. I told her what I’d been doing with myself, then went on: 

‘It’s wintry of course now, but there’s some wonderful coun- 
try up there and I wish you’d come and have a look at it with 
me tomorrow.’ 

‘And what do I do while you’re trying to paint? Stand about 
and freeze?’ 

‘All right, forget it, Nancy. It is cold up there — and you’re 
not used to it, not like our girls — ’ 

‘What girls?’ 

‘Never mind. It was just an idea. I happened to remember 
how I’d been wishing today, all day — but no — sorry I spoke.’ 

‘My goodness! You can be artful when you try, can’t you, 
Dick? Very well. I’ll risk it, just to prove I needn’t be outdone 
by your girls, if they exist. Where do we go and when do we 
start?’ 

We took a train in the middle of the morning to Ilkley and 
climbed up to Rombalds Moor. It was a late November day 
in a thousand, with a pale sun visible all the time, no patches 
of fog anywhere, the moorland tracks quite hard and the grass 
glittering with frost and the great shapes of the hills firmly 
drawn in sepia and indigo. Nancy, muffled up in tweeds and 
wearing her angler’s hat, her eyes shining above pink cheeks 
and an equally pink ridiculous nose, looked comical and en- 
chanting. I felt again what I had felt during that romp at Sir 
Alec’s, that sensation of pure happiness, but this time of course 
it lasted much longer. And even while I wished we could go on 
for ever, climbing together into this high empty world (‘And 
I realise now,’ Nancy said, ‘I haven’t been breathing any real 
air for ages and ages.’) I felt too, obscurely and far below the 
level of this conscious wish, that if we only knew more we could 
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go on for ever. This exalted state somehow existed permanently; 
it didn’t leave us but we in our blindness and ignorance turned 
away from it. 

The few sketches I did were very quick, hardly more than 
notes that might later guide my memory. I worked as fast as 
I could so that Nancy wouldn’t feel the cold and get impatient. 
I told her so and was promptly and sharply told in my turn not 
to tell her what she knew already. But then when I was hastily 
putting away my gear after the final sketch, quite unexpectedly, 
for we hadn’t touched each other up to then, she put her arms 
round my neck and kissed me gently. 

‘No, no, that’s all,’ she said. ‘It didn’t mean what you think. 
It was just the look on your face, a kind of happy child’s look. 
That’s what I wanted to kiss, so don’t start imagining things. 
And let’s go. I’m frozen.’ 

When all the colour and much of the light had gone, we 
came to the village of Hawksworth, no more then than a cluster 
of low stone cottages. There we learnt that a Mrs Wilkinson 
might provide us with tea, and after a little hesitation, because 
it was the wrong time of year and she wasn’t sure she ‘could 
manage’, Mrs Wilkinson, a kind of talking russet ^pple, did 
provide us with tea — not in the usual front room, where there 
was no fire, but in the kitchen, where there was a splendid 
fire, a settle, and marvy mysterious gleaming utensils. After 
we had taken turns with a piece of yellow soap and a bowl in 
the passage, which had a fine country smell of hens and white- 
wash, we sat down to an enormous tea while Mrs Wilkinson, 
after being assured that we had enough, busied herself else- 
where. 

‘My goodness! I’m being a greedy pig,’ said Nancy, who 
looked entrancing in the lamplight. ‘But I love it here. I’d 
like to come and stay here every summer. Just Mrs Wilkinson 
and me — though you could call now and again. Say something, 
Dick. What’s the matter? Aren’t you enjoying it?’ 

‘Of course. But I suddenly felt I was enjoying it too much. 
As if — ’ But there I stopped. I didn’t want to say any more just 
then. Nancy looked at me. It was the most intimate and most 
revealing thing that had ever happened between us. Over and 
over again, afterwards, I tried to recapture that look, but I 
never could, though God knows I remembered its existence. 

‘Are you sure you’ve had enough?’ Mrs Wilkinson was back 
with us. ‘Well, that’ll be one-and-two altogether — sevenpence 
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each.’ As I paid her, she went on: ‘Ah must say you’re a right 
nice-looking young couple. An’ Ah think you come from some- 
where round here, young man — but she doesn’t. Do you, love?’ 

‘No, I don’t,’ said Nancy, smiling. ‘As it happens we’re 
both playing in Bradford this week. We’re on the stage.’ 

‘Stage? Well, Ah’d never have thought it.’ 

‘And we don’t know what we’re doing,’ I cried, jumping up. 

‘Why — what’s the matter, Dick?’ 

‘ It’s nearly five o’clock now and we’re miles from anywhere — 
trains, trams, anything. I’ve got to be ready to go on before 
seven.’ 

‘Oh — gosh — yes, of course.’ Nancy was now as alarmed as I 
was. ‘ Mrs Wilkinson, what can we do? ’ 

‘Lad next door can diive you to station in his horse and trap 
— though it’ll cost you half-a-crown. Knows how to charge, 
that lad. Shall Ah tell him? ’ 

‘Yes, please. Get your things, Dick. We must hurry — hurry — 
hurry — ’ 

The luck stayed with us — it was that kind of day — though I 
was half-sick with anxiety as we rattled down in the trap to the 
station — Menston, I think — and kept asking the ‘lad’, who was 
years older than I was, to drive faster, faster. Though the air 
was so i old on our fac es, I could feel myself beginning to sweat. 
And Nancy, knowing what I fell, kept squeezing my hand hard. 
Now everything depended on there being a train quite soon, 
for if there weren’t, I was done for, but the lovely luck of the 
day held into the dark. \V e had only a few minutes to wait for 
the train. Even then, of course, it seemed to crawl and stop too 
often. It was half past six when we reached the Midland Station 
in Biadfoid, which I knew v as about half a mile from the 
Empiie. I told Nancy, who had plenty of time, that I would 
have to run for it, and when she insisted upon carrying my 
knapsack and sketc hbook, I gave them to her at once and liter- 
ally began running. Sam, Ben and Bat ney had already left the 
dressing-room when I arrived there, sweating and gasping. 
I did a quick change almost worthy of R. A. Roberts himself 
(he used to play a whole sketch about Dick Turpin by himself, 
making incredibly quick changes), and then rushed down to 
the stage only to discover that Jennings and Johnson — bless 
them! — w’ere just beginning their ballet routine. And the luck 
held out longer still, for Uncle Nick, who went down usually 
in good time, was actually late for once, later in fact than I was. 
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But then the luck, having held out so far, vanished without 
saying Good-bye. 

What happened was that when I had changed after our 
second show I went along to Uncle Nick’s dressing-room, as I 
often did, and found him smoking a cigar and drinking cham- 
pagne with a visitor. This was an oldish tubby man, hot and 
sweaty, who was wearing a collar with wide wings and a polka- 
dot bow tie and a suit of Donegal tweed. And I took an instant 
dislike to him. 

‘Joe, this is my nephew, Richard Herncastle,’ said Uncle 
Nick. ‘ Mr Joe Bosenby — my agent.’ 

‘Well, well, well, well!’ cried Bosenby, grabbing my hand 
and then pumping it as if I’d just taken him off a sinking sliip. 
‘My congratulations, young man!’ 

‘What for?’ 

‘I’ll tell you what for. Because you’re now working with one 
of the cleverest artistes — yes, and one of the most successful 
artistes — in variety today. I’ve handled ’em all, and I know. 
Marvellous! You realise it’s a privilege, don’t you?’ Bosenby 
was one of those fast talkers who ask questions but don’t let you 
answer them. ‘Of course you realise it’s a privilege.” 

‘He doesn’t, Joe,’ said Uncle Nick dryly. ‘And anyhow, 
stop selling me to him.’ 

‘I can’t help it, Nick old boy. What a marvellous act! 
And better than ever — better than ever. That Vanishing Cyclist 
had me beaten tonight — and I’ve seen ’em all — seen ’em all. 
And that box trick with the girl — best in the business — 
marvellous! Well now, Nick — where were we?’ 

‘Just a minute.’ Then Uncle Nick looked at me. ‘Tell Cissie 
not to wait, and that I’m having supper with Joe Bosenby. 
Better walk her up to the digs yourself, lad. By the way, we’re 
losing the girl Cissie says you fancy. They’re all going into a 
panto — where is it, Joe? ’ 

‘Theatre Royal, Plymouth. Jimmy Glover’s show. Start 
rehearsing next week. It’s little Nancy who’s taken your eye, 
is it, young man? Don’t blame you. Clever kid — nice kid. But 
that’s how it is in this business — here today, gone tomorrow. 
I’ve booked The Musical Tiplows to replace Susie and Nancy. 
Nice refined act — always goes well. Father and two daughters. 
And I don’t see this young man keeping a sharp lookout for 
those two — eh, Nick?’ And Bosenby gave a yelp of a laugh. 
I could have killed him. 
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After I had given Cissie Uncle Nick’s message, she said: 
‘What’s the matter with you, Dick? I know there’s something .* 

I told her what Bosenby had said. ‘And, Cissie,’ I went 
on, ‘do you mind hanging on until I’ve spoken to Nancy?’ 

‘No, I don’t mind, Dick. But if I was you, I wouldn’t say 
anything to her tonight. I don’t think you’re in a proper mood. 
You might say something you’ll be sorry for afterwards. If 
you’ll take my advice, you won’t say anything to her tonight.’ 

But of course I didn’t take her advice. We never do accept 
any sensible advice at the very time we need it. Nobody could 
have stopped me behaving like a young idiot. I waited, a sour 
vat of anger, bitterness, stupidity, and then caught Nancy on 
her way up to her dressing-rooxn. 

‘ Oh — Dick, I’ve been thinking about today. It was so much 
better than I expected it to be. I’d love to go back there in 
spring or summer. And when we wouldn’t have to huriy away 
from Mrs Wilkinson’s. Why, Dick — what’s the matter?’ 

I hadn’t spoken, and the light was bad where we were stand- 
ing, so how did she know that something was wrong? Ninety- 
nine out of a hundred of them, ninr times out of ten, can do it. 
But how, with what? Nobody tells us. 

‘I’ve just heard that you’ie leaving — to go into a pantomime,’ 
I began heavily. 

‘Oh — yes,’ she said brightly. ‘Plymouth. I’m playing 
Dandini, and Susie the second principal boy — ’ 

‘You sound very pleased about it — ’ 

‘Well, in a way 1 am. Panto’s more fun — and you’re in a 
company — and can settle down without having to move on 
every week — you know.’ 

And that’s another thing I’\ e noticed about most women — 
that while they can perceive in a flash that something is wrong, 
that you’re in a bad mood, the way they then behave isn’t 
governed by this intuition. Either they ignore it or wilfully defy 
it. God knows I was determined to be stupid, but even so, if she 
hadn’t sounded so pleased about leaving me for pantomime and 
Plymouth, I might have been less accusing, less bitter. 

‘I must say — ’ and of course I was as heavy as lead * — for 
somebody who pretends not to like being on the stage, I can’t 
see why panto should be moie fun. You’ll be showing even 
more leg every afternoon and evening. You’ll — ’ 

‘Stop it, Dick.’ She was very sharp. 

‘I also had a silly idea that we were friends — * 
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*1 wish you could hear yourself.’ 

‘I am hearing myself. And I know that if / were leaving, I’d 
sound — and feel — sorry, and not be so bloody bright about it — ’ 

‘Go and swear at somebody else. Good night.’ And she began 
hurrying up the steps, the lovely legs twinkling at me. 

‘Oh — good night then — good night,’ I shouted after her. 
‘Good-bye.’ 

When we think about our youth we are too apt to remember 
its rushes of wild happiness and to forget its equally sudden and 
appalling descents into misery. But qow that I am remembering 
everything, I can’t forget what I felt, after my idiotic shouting, 
as I stared at the empty steps. 1 was like a man weighing a ton 
on a dead planet. 

‘You said or did something silly,’ Cissie told me as soon as 
we were outside, ‘And now you’re really miserable, aren’t 
you — you silly boy?’ 

‘Cold night, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yes, it is.’ She took my arm and squeezed it. ‘Well, if you 
don’t want to talk about it, you needn’t, Dick. But I must say, 
I wish it had been that other one — Julie Blane — who was 
leaving. You know she’s got her eye on you, don’t you? Oh — 
yes — she has. I can tell.’ 

‘Well, I don’t know how. I haven’t exchanged ten words 
with her for the past week. So let’s not talk about her cither. 
What about Bill Jennings and Hank Johnson?’ 

‘They’re all right. Nice fellows in a way. But their hands 
wander a lot. And if I thought I’d have to sit up late with one 
of ’em, I’d have both legs in one stocking.’ 

‘Your mind runs on a tramline, Cissie.’ 

This didn’t worry her. ‘ If you mean what I think you mean — 
doesn’t yours? ’ 

‘No, it doesn’t.’ 

‘I believe you but thousands wouldn’t. I won’t believe you, 
though, if you tell me you haven’t been thinking about little 
Nancy Ellis in bed — ’ 

‘Well, I haven’t. So turn it up, Cissie.’ And it was quite true 
— I hadn’t. It doesn’t follow that if I had been mentally un- 
dressing Nancy, I would have admitted it to Cissie; but it was 
the honest truth that I hadn't. And this doesn’t mean I wasn’t 
charged up to the eyebrows with sex, because, as I’ve already 
suggested, I was. My imagination would heat up round an 
image of Julie Blane or Nonie, who still occasionally bumped 
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into me, or some girl I would stare at in a teashop. But if I 
thought about Nancy, she had her clothes on and so had I, 
and we were arguing, not making love. 

And of course if I’d had any sense, I’d have sought her out 
on the Friday or Saturday and we’d have done some real 
arguing and then made it up. But I wasn’t going to make the 
first move, and neither was she. What I didn’t understand, 
during those two days, was what it would be like when she 
really had gone. While she was still close at hand, round any 
corner, the quarrel was a kind of idiot game I was playing 
stubbornly; but as soon as she was three hundred miles away, 
there was a great blank in the pattern of my life, quite im- 
possible to ignore until the whole pattern changed, leaving 
her out of it, and I changed with it, first in anger, then in 
despair. And after that, of course, I wasn’t quite the same chap. 


2 

The following Monday, at the Leeds Empire. The 
Musical Tiplows pushed in ahead of me at the band call and 
were demanding and fussy and time-wasting, and I would have 
hated them even if they hadn’t been there instead of Nancy. 
I disliked their kind of musical act anyhow; it was an imitation 
diawing-room peiforinance, with Father at the piano, under a 
shaded lamp, accompanying the Girls; and everything they 
played was either hackneyed or dripping with syrup. Mr 
Tiplow had a lot of silvery hair and a drooping moustache; 
one Miss Tiplow, who played the ’cello, was long and thin, 
and the other, who alternated between a fiddle and a flute, 
was short and fat; and all three somehow suggested a Phiz 
illustration to Dickens. 

‘Son,’ said Bill Jennings, who must have noticed me scowling 
at the Tiplows, ‘what’s wrong with you guys is you can’t 
appreciate genu- wine rec-finement.’ 

‘I’ll tell you another thing, son,’ Hank Jennings drawled. 
‘You’re looking at two females that even Bill will keep his 
hands off.’ 

‘Boy, I’m trying to imagine them playing Butte, Montana, 
on a Saturday night,’ said Bill dreamily. 
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‘There’s a bar across the street, friends,’ said Hank. ‘You 
coining, son? You could ask for plenty of water with it.* 

I said I wouldn’t risk it, not having had my turn. A few 
minutes later, Julie Blane came up to me. ‘How long are these 
idiots going to be, Dick? Are you next? Good! Then wait for me, 
and we’ll have drink — um? Lovely.’ 

We found a quiet corner in the bar, where Jennings and 
Johnson, with some other people, were drawling away at the 
counter. ‘God knows what Tommy will do to those Tiplows. 
They were made for him to burlesque. He’ll murder them. 
And you’ll be delighted, won’t you, Dick my dear?’ 

‘Yes, Julie. So let me know when he puts them into the act.’ 

‘You can’t forgive them because they’re here and your 
little Nancy isn’t.’ When I didn’t reply, she went on: ‘We 
exchanged a few words on Saturday night. I gather you’ve had 
a row.’ 

I nodded, and then drank about half of my beer. When I 
put the glass down I saw that she was giving me a curious 
speculative sort of look. I waited for her to speak. 

‘You do realise, don’t you, that for sixpence — or, say, a 
shilling if you’re eloquent — you could send her a ^irc to the 
Theatre Royal, Plymouth, and probably put an end to your 
ridiculous quarrel?’ And perhaps I ought to add here that in 
those days everybody in the theatre sent telegrams, hardly ever 
writing a letter. 

‘What do I say — that I’m sorry and it’s all my fault — when 
it was she who behaved badly?’ 

‘Yes, of course. Don’t you know anything about women?’ 

‘No, not much. We’d had what I thought was a wonderful 
day out together. I thought we were becoming close friends 
— to say the least of it. And then, that night, she didn’t even 
pretend to be sorry she was leaving. Something more amusing 
had turned up — so cheerio — good-bye! All right, that’s that. 
And I’m not sending any apologetic wires or letters. Why should 
I?’ 

‘But now you’re feeling miserable — lonely?’ She was serious, 
and her dark but strangely brilliant look was searching. After 
I answered her with a shrug, she smiled and said that she needed 
another whisky, and I told her it was my turn and I went to get 
it for her. 

‘Thanks, Dick.’ She swallowed most of it, then looked hard 
at me again. ‘She’s a nice kid,’ she began slowly. ‘But though 
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you’re feeling miserable, lonely, you’re not going to make it 
up with her? You’re sure about that, my dear? ’ 

‘Yes, I am, Julie. And now I vote we change the subject. 
I don’t see any point in all this.’ 

‘Don’t you?’ She gave me a smile, half affectionate, half 
mocking. Then she turned on her bright manner. ‘It’s all 
rather ghastly just now. Tommy’s been playing these dates 
for years, so that while I’ve no friends in the neighbourhood 
he’s got lots — mostly horrible people — bookies and pub pro- 
prietors and their dull fat wives. We’re staying at one of their 
pubs. Where are you this week? ’ 

‘Sharing digs with Uncle Nick and Cissie.’ 

‘Doesn’t she ever sneak out of his bed and climb into yours? 
Because I know she adores you, my dear.’ 

‘Uncle Nick’s a bit hard with her, so she wants sympathy. 
But there’s no bed work. She doesn’t want it, and I’m dam’ 
sure I don’t.’ 

‘You must have friends round here.’ 

‘A few, but when they’re free — in the evenings — I’m not.’ 

‘But some of them must have places of their own — flats — 
haven’t they?’ 

‘No, they haven’t.’ I was deliberately unresponsive because 
I’d suddenly realised what was in her mind. And the trouble 
was, I wasn’t in the right mood for any artful bed-planning. 
Even there and then, a pub corner on a Monday morning, she 
still seemed to me the most beautiful woman — indeed, to be 
honest, the only really beautiful woman — I’d ever known; 
but I wasn’t in the mood for arranging that she should take her 
clothes off somewhere on Thursday or Friday afternoon. Not 
even if it could be worked, which I doubted. 

‘I see. No places of their own.’ She raised her eyebrows, 
which weren’t thick but were clearly marked, so good for 
raising. ‘Haven’t had much social life so far, have you, Dick 
dear?’ 

‘Not the kind you’d like, Julie — no. Don’t forget that up to a 
few weeks ago, I was a junior clerk in a spinning mill. You’re 
practically slumming, Miss Blane.’ 

‘Oh — shut up and don’t be stupid. I must fly. But tell me 
this. Do we try to see more of each other — or don’t we?’ 

* Of course we do. But I’ll have to leave it to you — ’ 

‘I know. And it isn’t going to be easy. But I’ll see.’ 

However, as things turned out that week, we did see more 
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of each other, with nobody objecting and without any plotting 
and planning on her part. This odd business began that very 
Monday night. After our second show, I was sitting in Uncle 
Nick’s dressing-room while he was removing his make-up and 
changing — I always did this very quickly but Uncle Nick 
liked to take it easy, to sip champagne and talk — when the 
call boy came in and said there was a gentleman at the stage 
door asking to see Ganga Dun, on very urgent business. And 
this gentleman wasn’t trying to sell anything: it was very 
urgent private business. After hesitating a moment, for he 
didn’t welcome visitors, Uncle Nick told the boy to bring him 
up. 

The visitor was a man in his fifties, thin and bearded, not 
unlike a smaller and dimmer Bernard Shaw. He wore the kind 
of Jaeger stuff associated then with theosophists, socialists, 
vegetarians. * It’s extremely kind of you to see me, Mr Dun — ’ 

‘My name’s Ollanton,’ Uncle Nick told him dryly. ‘Ganga 
Dun is simply a stage name. And if you’ve come to have 
a talk about India, I must tell you I’ve never even been 
there.’ 

‘Oh — what a pity! Not that I wanted to talk about India. 
I’ve never been there either. But I assumed you were Indian. 
And therefore more likely to give me a sympathetic hearing. 
Now I’m afraid you may think my request for help quite un- 
reasonable. My name’s Foster-Jones — hyphenated — Foster- 
Jones. Not unfamiliar, I imagine.’ He waited expectantly. 

‘ It is to me. What about you, Richard? By the way, this is my 
nephew, Richard Herncastle. He’s the tall young Indian in the 
act — the vanishing cyclist.’ 

‘How d’you do? You must be extremely clever — ’ 

‘No, I’m not, but my uncle is,’ I told him. ‘And the only 
Foster-Jones I’ve heard of is the suffragette — Mrs Foster- 
Jones — ’ 

‘Exactly, exactly. My wife. And it’s on her behalf I’m here. 
Two friends brought me here tonight — I rarely go to music 
halls — but they felt I needed some distraction. And as soon as I 
saw your amazing performance, Mr Ollanton, I also saw a faint 
ray of hope. And that’s why I’m here, sir.’ He looked appeal- 
ingly at Uncle Nick. 

‘Well, go on, Mr Foster-Jones,’ said Uncle Nick, pretending 
not to be curious though I could see that he was. ‘What’s it all 
about?’ 
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Foster-Jones looked solemn. ‘ Mr Ollanton, I hope you believe 
that women should have the vote.’ 

‘ No, I don’t. And I often think it ought to be taken away from 
most men — half-wits, the majority of ’em.’ 

‘Oh dear — oh dear!’ Foster-Jones had one of those faces just 
right for falling. ‘Now I don’t know what to do. If you’re 
unsympathetic to the cause, I feel I ought not to tell you any 
more.’ 

‘Please yourself. But you might tell me what you had in 
mind when you asked to see me.’ 

Foster-Jones hesitated, as if he didn’t know what to say, 
and then said the one thing that would fix Uncle Nick’s 
attention and interest. ‘ I wanted you to make my wife disappear.’ 

‘You did, did you?’ There was a gleam in Uncle Nick’s eye. 

‘Not on the stage, of course — but actually — in real life — 
from a meeting, in fact. Oh dear — now I’m telling you too 
much.’ 

‘You’d better tell us the lot now. Even if we can’t do any- 
thing for you, we promise to keep what you tell us to ourselves — 
eh, Richard? Right. Now then, Mi Foster-Jones.’ 

‘My wife Agnes — Agnes Foster-Jones — is one of the leaders 
of the suffragette movement. She’s already suffered two terms 
of imprisonment — a delicate, highly-strung woman, please 
remember. She’s now on the run, as they say — hiding from the 
police, who would arrest her on sight. Actually — ’ and now he 
lowered his voice — ‘she’s staying with friends, keen sympa- 
thisers, not ten miles from here. Now on Sunday, here in Leeds, 
a big meeting and demonstration have been arranged. And the 
police of course will be in att< ndancc. Now if my wife could 
suddenly appear on the platform and make a speech — she’s 
an extremely good speaker — the effect would be sensational. 
And she’s determined to do it. But of course as soon as she’d 
finished speaking, she’d be arrested at once, either immediately 
after she left the platform or as she tried to get out of the hall. 
But if in some way she could disappear after making her 
speech — ’ He finished the sentence not with his voice but with 
his eyes, looking at Uncle Nick like a sick spaniel. ‘It suddenly 
occurred to me, as I watched your extraordinary tricks and 
illusions tonight, that you might be able to do something. I 
dare say we could offer you a fee — ’ 

‘No, no, no, forget that. It’s the problem that interests me. 
She has to appear on the platform and make a speech — and 
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it must be a short speech, I warn you — and then apparently 
vanish, to escape arrest. That’s it, isn’t it? Well, it oughtn’t 
to be too difficult.’ 

‘Goodness gracious me! It really can be done, can it, Mr 
Ollanton?’ Foster-Jones was all eagerness, admiration, excite- 
ment. 

Uncle Nick enjoyed the admiration but disapproved of the 
eagerness and excitement. ‘Take it easy, now. If I’ve work to do, 
so have you. First, I want you to come back here tomorrow at 
this time, and bring with you a rough plan of the hall showing 
entrances and exits, and also — this is most important — a more 
detailed plan of the platform, showing exactly how one can 
reach it and leave it. You’ve got that? Right. I also need 
several photographs of your wife — and at least one of them full- 
length — together with details of her build — height, weight, 
and so forth — ’ 

‘I think I could tell you now,’ Foster-Jones began eagerly. 

‘Tomorrow, if you don’t mind. Will she take orders from 
you?’ 

‘Well — no, not exactly. We don’t believe in that kind of 
relationship — ’ 

‘I do,’ said Uncle Nick grimly. ‘Well, tell her that I can’t 
undertake to rescue her from the police unless she promises to 
do exactly what I tell her to do. No argument. No wanting 
to do this, not wanting to do that. And what I’ll ask her to do 
will be quite simple, quite reasonable. Nothing like what 
Richard here and the others have to do in my act.’ 

‘No, of course not. I don’t think there’ll be any difficulty 
there, Mr Ollanton. My wife can be headstrong — but not in 
this instance, I’m sure. Is there anything else? ’ 

‘Yes. In order to pull this off properly, I may have to take 
one or two other people into my confidence. You’ll have to 
trust me there, Mr Foster-Jones. But just remember I could 
run into trouble, helping somebody to avoid arrest, so I’m not 
likely to risk anybody talking too much, am I? No, no, never 
mind any thanks. I haven’t done anything yet. And I’m hungry 
and I want my supper. So off you go, and be back here tomor- 
row night. Richard, see if Cissie’s ready.’ 

When I came back to tell him she was waiting for us — and he 
had now taken off his make-up and was dressing — he said: 
‘It’s a nuisance, but I can’t risk telling Cissie what we’re up to. 
Whatever she promised, she’d never be able to keep it to her- 
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self. If we tell her, we might as well have it in the Yorkshire 
Evening Post. So you be careful, lad. If she thinks we’re up to 
something, she’d try worming it out of you when she wouldn’t 
dare to tackle me. So watch it, lad.’ 

During supper Uncle Nick hardly spoke, while Cissie and 
I made rude remarks about the Tiplow family, who appeared 
to have snubbed Cissie when she made a friendly approach to 
them. But as soon as we had done and Uncle Nick lit a cigar, 
he told Cissie sharply to pop off to bed. ‘You’re looking tired, 
girl, and anyhow I want to have a word with Richard about a 
possible new effect. So off you go.’ And Cissie didn’t object 
chiefly because she never had the slightest interest in the techni- 
cal side of the act, whic h always seemed to her a lot of nonsense. 
She had never seen it from in front and couldn’t imagine how 
it would appear to an audience. But I genuinely enjoved listen- 
ing to Uncle Nick discussing his technical problems, before 
any of them reached the diagram stage when Sam and Ben 
could be brought in; and this was piobably the chief reason 
why he liked to have me around. 

‘You don’t see Mrs Foster-Jones — who’s quite a famous 
suffragette, by the w r ay — climbing into a trick box after she’s 
left the platform, do you, uncle? ’ 

After producing two superb smoke rings, he said slowly, 
enjoying himself: ‘ I did turn it over in my mind. Just as a bloody 
great lark. But this is too serious, lad.’ 

‘I know it is. If they get their hands on her, they may be 
forcibly feeding her by the end of next week. And that’s not 
funny, Uncle Nick.’ 

‘Thanks for telling me. I may not care whether she gets the 
vote or not, but now — you silly young bugger— -I’m on her 
side — and chancing my arm.’ He said nothing for a moment or 
two, silently and happily sorting out his ideas. ‘I think mis- 
direction is what we want here, lad. She makes her speech — 
and she’ll have to keep it short — then the police see her leave 
the platform and close in on her, to make the arrest. Only that 
won’t be Mrs Foster-Jones, the one they see leaving the plat- 
form. And they’ll be too busy to notice the real one, who’ll 
now look a bit different, of course. This can be worked out 
nicely so long as there’s a central entrance on to the platform, 
as there usually is in these big halls. And if there are some steps 
going down from one end of the platform, as there often are, 
then I can work it beautifully.’ 

109 



‘But it means that somebody will have to impersonate Mrs 
Foster-Jones. And who’s that going to be?’ 

*1 know who it isn’t going to be — and that’s our Cissie. But 
apart from that, we can’t decide until we know more about 
Mrs Foster-Jones. And now you can leave it to me, lad. I’ll see 
if there’s any better way of doing it. So off you go. And I don’t 
mind telling you, lad, I’m going to enjoy this.’ 

‘I know you are. And I think I am too. ’Night, Uncle 
Nick.’ 

Foster-Jones saved me from a lot of misery, that week in 
Leeds. Nancy had gone, and I was still feeling the loss and the 
hurt. Sketching outdoors was impossible; the clear cold weather 
of the week before might have ended in snow — and I have 
always been fascinated by snowy landscapes — but instead it 
turned to dark rain and dirty low ceilings of cloud; with Leeds, 
never a favourite of mine, no treat at all. So in this situation, 
Foster-Jones was a life-saver. 

He arrived in Uncle Nick’s dressing-room, on Tuesday night, 
bringing with him the female half of the two keen sympathisers, 
who was called Muriel Dirks. She was small but had a large, 
damply pale face and huge poached eyes. When asked for an 
opinion she was always helpful and sounded quite cheerful, 
but somehow she looked all the time as if she was about to cry. 
However, as soon as Foster-Jones produced the plans of the 
hall, Uncle Nick ignored both of them and talked to me as if 
they weren’t there. 

‘You see, lad,’ he began triumphantly, ‘this is just what I 
wanted. Look here. Steps going down from each end of the 
platform to the floor of the hall, with a pass door leading from 
the auditorium to the artistes’ rooms, offices and whatnot, at 
the back, behind the platform. Now then — look — the platform 
has a central entrance, between these rows of seats on each 
side — for choirs, special supporters of meetings — they’ll be 
filling those seats on Sunday, if it’s a big meeting.’ 

‘You are, aren’t you, Muriel?’ said Foster-Jones anxiously. 

‘Of course we are,’ Mrs Dirks began. ‘We’ve already sent 
out — ’ 

But Uncle Nick wasn’t bothering with them, and he cut in 
brutally: ‘Now look, lad. We put up a screen, masking that 
central entrance. Mrs Foster-Jones, at the end of her speech, 
when they’re cheering her, all excited, exits a bit uncertainly 
towards the screen, disappears behind it, but then apparently 

no 



changes her mind, comes out again, hurries along the platform 
towards the steps, goes down the steps, making for the pass 
door— there. She’ll be hardly through it before the police 
will have closed in on her. Then — Bob’s your uncle!’ 

‘Well, he may be, said Muriel Dirks rather sharply. ‘But 
if the police have got Mrs Foster-Jones — ’ 

‘I must say, Mr Ollanton,’ said Foster-Jones hastily, 'I 
don’t quite sec — ’ 

‘Now just a minute.’ Uncle Nick was now acknowledging 
their existence. ‘What d’you take me for? That’s not Mrs 
Foster-Jones who reappears on the platfoim from behind the 
screen. The real Mrs Foster-Jones, not looking quite the same 
as she did on the pi at form, c an bo on her w ay out of the building. 
Misdiiection — that’s what we’re aiming at. It’s the safest way 
to play this. Give the police something to do. Show ’em a 
striking dress or coat — something out of the ordinary — and so 
long as the second woman, who’ll be wearing it, isn’t too unlike 
Mrs Foster-Jones —they’ll be reitain it’s her.’ 

‘It’s a clever plan, exticmcly t lever,’ said Foster-Jones 
uncertainly. ‘But — well, what do you think, Muriel?’ 

‘I must say, I feel rather doubtful. Wouldn’t the police 
have to be very stupid?’ 

‘No, they wouldn’t.’ Uncle Nick gave her a hard look, 
then transfurcd it to Foster-Jones. ‘You people are trying to 
teach me my business. I’m in the Dfccption Trade, and earn 
a lot of money at it. The police will see what I w ant ’em to see — 
and no more. Not one of ’em will be dose to that screen, don’t 
forget. Let’s say she’s wearing a bright red coat. T hey see that 
bright red coat go behind the s< reen at one end of it and come 
out, just when they’re thinking of making a move, at the other 
end of it. And they’ve time to look but not to think. I tell you, 
it’s child’s play compared to what we do twice-nightly here — 
eh, Richard?’ 

‘Yes, uncle, I agree. It is, so long as die other woman’s 
right, and both women know' e .aetlv what to do.’ 

‘Hello, are you starting now, lad?’ Uncle Nick gave a con- 
temptuous snort. ‘Naturally, it’s all got to be carefully worked 
out. Now what about those photographs of your wife, Mr 
Foster-Jones?’ 

‘I’m afraid what I’ve got won’t be very helpful,’ he said 
apologetically, as he handed over a cabinet head-and-shoulders 
photograph and several pictures clipped from newspapers. 
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‘She’s five-foot five-inches, rather slight build, dark hair going 
grey—’ 

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Uncle Nick said impatiently. ‘But we’ll 
have to do better than this. We have to work at this job, not 
play at it. A professional effect, planned and worked out to the 
last detail, not an amateur muddle.’ He looked at Foster-Jones, 
then at Muriel. 

‘I have a friend who looks vaguely like Agnes Foster-Jones,’ 
said Muriel in a small uneasy voice. ‘But I really doubt if she’d 
be able — ’ 

‘So do I,* said Uncle Nick, interrupting her sharply. ‘And 
I think you two had better leave us for half an hour. There’s 
a pub across the street — ’ 

‘We’re not pub people, I’m afraid, Mr Ollanton,’ said 
Foster-Jones. 

‘No, I suppose not. Well, go down and wait just inside the 
stage door until I send for you. Or would you rather give it up? 
You wouldn’t? All right then, just wait downstairs. I don’t 
want you to leave because there may be some things we’ll 
have to settle tonight.’ As soon as they’d gone he poured out 
some champagne for us both — he always kept a bottle in his 
dressing-room that had a little tap running through the cork — 
and when we’d taken a drink, he looked enquiringly at me. 
‘Any ideas, lad?’ 

‘I’ve one. Julie Blanc.’ 

‘Any reason — apart from the fact you’d still like to have her 
— on the quiet? ’ 

‘Yes. She’s about the same height and build. She’s a clever 
experienced actress, who’d be ready to do exactly what she’s 
told. And she knows about clothes.’ 

‘I hate to admit it, but you’re quite right, lad. But we don’t 
know she’d agree to do it.’ 

‘I think she would. I know she’s in sympathy with the 
suffragettes. And T think it’s the sort of trick she’d enjoy 
playing.’ 

‘No doubt. But if we bring her in, we can’t leave Tommy 
Beamish out. He’d have to be told, and after a few whiskies 
how’s he going to keep his big mouth shut? It’s a hell of a risk.* 

‘It might be less of one if you gave him something to do, 
brought him into the act, made it a production.’ I said this 
hopefully, trying to forget that Tommy Beamish was unreliable 
even as a top-of-the-bill pro. 
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‘And if he doesn’t know too much. Then he can’t spill too 
much.’ Uncle Nick sipped his champagne and looked thought- 
ful. Then he went on: ‘I’ll have to rush this through tonight, 
lad. If Miss Blane’s going to do it, she ought to see Mrs Foster- 
Jones tomorrow — to notice how she looks, how she moves, and 
to settle the clothes business. I’ll ask Foster-Jones if he can 
provide a car to take her there. I’m not using mine. I’m not 
going. I’ll work out an exact plan for them but I’m not getting 
up in the morning to go miles from anywhere in the rain. 
And Tommy’s not going. I’ll tell him he’s too well known. Now 
give me a good reason why you should go with Miss Blane. No, 
I’m serious, lad.’ 

*I’m the artist,’ I told him, half grinning, half solemn. ‘I’m 
the one with the trained eye. I’m the one — ’ 

‘That’ll do, lad. Now I’ll see Tommy and Miss Blane and 
then Foster-Jones and Mrs Who’s-it. You pick up Gissie and 
have your suppers — and keep mine hot, I may be late. And 
don’t forget — not a word to Cissie.’ 

It was still raining, and Cissie and I ran for a tram, and it 
was crowded, and then we hurried, not speaking, from the tram- 
stop to the digs. But as soon as we were facing each other across 
the supper table, Cissie said rather peevishly: ‘I know very 
well something’s happening, so you might as well tell me what 
it is, Dick. I don’t pretend to be clever but I just know about 
some things, just as I’d know at once if Nick was seeing another 
woman.’ 

I believe she was right too. Because she didn’t concentrate 
and sharpen it, her mind could be open to anything that might 
be blowing around. She wouldn’t have done badly, I fancy, 
as a fortune-teller. 

‘Yes, there is something, Cissie, but you wouldn’t be inter- 
ested. He’s trying to work out a new trick. That’s why he’s 
stayed behind to see two people who might be able to help 
him.’ 

‘All right. But he could tell me, couldn’t he, instead of just 
shutting me up?’ 

‘Now, come on, Cissie. You ought to understand him now 
better than that. If the trick doesn’t work out, he’ll feel foolish. 
And that’s about the last thing he wants to feel. He doesn’t 
mind me knowing, but he’d hate you to know. He has to appear 
very grand in your eyes.’ 

‘Yes, that’s right enough. You’re a very clever boy, Dick. 
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It must run in the family. But I’ll tell you something.' She 
finished a roast potato, and then drank some stout. ‘He came 
right off his high horse one time, not so long since. Where was 
it? Birmingham — that’s where it was. And he’d got the ’flu or 
something. Terrible high temperature he had. Wouldn’t eat 
a thing. Just drank his champagne. Stayed in bed all day — 
hardly able to get his breath sometimes — looking awful. But 
he would go on and get through his act somehow. I begged and 
begged him not to — but you know him — got a will of iron, he 
has. But of course I had to look after him day and night — help 
him dress and undress and even put his make-up on for him. 
And he was so ashamed and miserable because he wasn’t 
grand and lordly for once — because 1 had to look after him — 
and he couldn’t understand that it was then I really and truly 
loved him, loved him every minute — never never stopped 
loving him.’ 

As she was looking at me so earnestly, I said: ‘Yes, Cissie, 

I can imagine that.’ 

‘No, you can’t,’ she said rather crossly. ‘You’re saying that 
just to say something. You’re like your uncle — you’ll say any- 
thing to me, just to shut me up.’ She took the cover off the 
pudding. ‘Oh Christmas! It’s baked jam roll — and I can’t 
resist it — and if he finds out I’ve had some, he’ll raise Cain.’ 
So we worked out a bakcd-jam-roll plot so that she could have 
some and Uncle Nick wouldn’t know. 

But by the time he came in, we’d cleared our supper things 
long ago and Cissie had given me her opinion of about thirty 
to forty different cities and towns, which she described as if 
they were people. ‘Better get off to bed, lad,’ he began at once, 
cleverly reversing his usual bedtime orders to us. ‘You’re 
going out to see those people in the morning. There’s a car 
of sorts, and it’ll be calling for you about eleven. So off you go. 
Cissie. I want my supper. I’m downright hungry for once. Good 
night, Richard.’ 

The car that arrived at quarter-past eleven, next morning, 
was driven — and may have been owned — by a keenly sympa- 
thising young man called Arnold, who had a golden mane of 
hair and obviously belonged to what was known in the West 
Riding then as ‘The Hatless Brigade’. (But this has to be pro- 
nounced in the West Riding fashion to bring out the full bitter 
flavour.) Sitting in front with Arnold was Foster-Jones, to act 
as guide. The car was large but had a battered look; it was an 
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open tourer but not open now because the hood, which had 
been knocked about a bit, was down — or do I mean up? 
Certainly at the back, where I was, I felt the thing was very 
much down. It wasn’t actually raining but it was an unpleasant 
morning, chilly and damp and anxious to creep back into night 
again as soon as it could. 

I thought as we went round to pick up Julie at her pub that 
she’d be furious, what with having to get up and eat some break- 
fast, and then having to face this dreary cold morning in this 
dubious car. And I was quite wrong. She was in high spirits, 
her eyes sparkling below the little fur hat she was wearing. ‘I 
think this is going to be fun , don’t you, Dick?’ she said as soon 
as she’d tucked herself in beside me. ‘Where are we going?’ 

‘I don’t know. That’s the great secret.’ 

‘Of course. How stupid of me! Well, something’s happening 
and I’m so glad. It was all becoming so boiing. How axe you, 
Dick darling? Still sulky? Come closer, I’m cold. Haven’t 
you got any gloves — or don’t you bother?’ 

Arnold and h'rs car, you might say, bounced us out of Leeds', 
sometimes we were roaring, rattlrng, hooting along; at other 
times we exploded a lot but more or less in the same place. 
It wasn’t easy to see out from the back, but we seemed to be 
going Headingley way and then taking the road to Otley. 

‘Where I haie been very stupid, Dick,’ said Julie sofdy during 
one of the non-exploding stops, ‘is not bringing anything to 
drink. I mean, real booze. It’s obviously a day for it, and al- 
though these are very sweet people, I’m sure, l have a horrible 
f< cling that a cup of tea — or some new' kind of cofh c that really 
isn’t collee — is about as far as they’ll go. Did you know that 
Mr Foster-Jones makes Healtn Foods? Well, he does, just 
outside Godaiming. He’s probably brought a case of date 
sandwiches and nut cutlets with him, and we’ll have some for 
lunch. So listen — Dick, darling — if I suddenly say I’m feeling 
sick or faint, just outside a pub, you’ve got to back me up. 
Promise now.’ 

It happened that the car began coughing and then stopped 
within sight of a small pub at a crossroads. Julie nudged me. 
‘Oh, I say, Mr Foster-Jones,’ I called out. ‘Do you mind 
if we get out for a few minutes? Miss Blane’s feeling rather faint 
— sick — ’ 

‘I’m so terribly sorry,’ Julie cried. 

‘Oh dear! If you feel you must, of course,’ said Foster-Jones. 
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‘Though we’ve only about a mile to go now, and I’m sure that 
Agnes and Muriel Dirks will be able to offer us a good hot 
herbal drink — ’ 

But we got out and ran, and the next minute Julie was order- 
ing two double whiskies, and as soon as she had downed hers 
she demanded another double for herself. (And if anybody 
is interested, the total cost of these three doubles was one 
shilling and sixpence.) Back in the car, she smiled brilliantly 
at Foster-Jones, who I thought looked rather pained, and said 
she was now ready to go anywhere at any speed. 

Finally, we turned down a lane and drew up outside two low 
stone cottages that had been turned into one. Julie exclaimed 
with pleasure at the sight of everything. Muriel Diiks, whose 
husband, a schoolmaster, didn’t come home for lunch, was 
laying a table for six. Mrs Foster-Jones and Julie, who appeared 
to take to each other at once, plunged immediately into the 
clothes problem, talking hard all the way. I sat where I could 
watch Mrs Foster-Jones, and surreptitiously attempted a few 
drawings of her in a small sketchbook I had brought. She was 
younger than her husband — and, I felt, probably worth ten of 
him — but of course years older than Julie, twelve least. She 
was thinner and frailer and couldn’t match Julie’s magnificent 
eyes and the beautiful bone structure of her face, but she wasn’t 
without a certain beauty of her own, born of a sensitiveness to 
experience, courage and will, and a kind of gaiety, intensely 
feminine, that I was sure Foster-Jones, virtuous but entirely 
lacking humour, wouldn’t appreciate or begin to understand. 
It may seem foolish, but as I stared at her I was ready not only 
to admire but to love Agnes Foster-Jones, and though my 
tentative sketches were bad, I still have them. Up to that 
moment I hadn’t thought much about the position of women, 
their demands for more and better education, for some political 
responsibility and fairer treatment, but just looking at and 
taking in this woman, so very different from the wild and nasty 
cartoons of suffragettes in the popular press, converted me at 
once to the feminism I have held to ever since. The very sight 
of her, delicate but gay, so frail, so brave, made the average 
member of a Parliament seem an ivory-headed ass. She had 
been twice in prison, and now any policeman had only to put 
his meaty hand on her shoulder and she would be in a cell 
again. Yet she was ready to appear at that meeting on Sunday, 
and could even laugh as she and Julie tried to solve the clothes 
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problem. I began to feel then, what I have believed ever since, 
that given equal opportunities women are better than ordinary 
men, only extraordinary men rising to their level — and, after 
all, most extraordinary men appreciate and enjoy women as 
few ordinary men do. 

During lunch, which was well-meant but not very appetising 
or nourishing, I stared across the table at Mrs Foster-Jones 
and Julie sitting together. They were not unlike two sisters 
who’d taken two widely separated roads in life. Julie’s was the 
more beautiful face, and though at that time I wasn’t conscious 
of wanting her, the sexual element was there; but I began to 
feel that Agnes Foster-Jones had the better face, even the wear 
and tear it showed, the lines and hollows, having a kind of 
beauty, quite different from Julie’s and perhaps more satis- 
fying; and indeed by comparison it brought out — even though 
Julie was innocently enjoying herself — that trickiness, that 
vague suggestion of something false in her nature, which I 
had been awwic of in Julie several times before. And I can’t 
hilp believing — though I don’t want to exaggerate this — 
that even then, behind these thoughts and others only half- 
formed, was a queer uneasiness not about the future but, so 
to speak, already washing back fiom it, a mild foretaste of 
what would be in its own place and time nothing less than 
anguish. 

As the representative of the mister plotter, Uncle Nick, 
I was asked to approve such plans as the two women had now 
made. Julie was to buy the most eye-catching long coat that 
Leeds could offer at a reasonable price. She would also find a 
hat — and this wouldn’t be difficult — that would overshadow 
most of her face. Mrs Foster-Jones, who said all her clothes were 
now in a terrible state, anyhow, would wear her oldest travel- 
ling coat, pack and bring with her everything she needed, and 
be ready to leave the city as soon as she had made her speech. 
Hoping that I wasn’t taking too much on myself, I said that 
I thought both women should be inside the hall, at the back, 
some time before the meeting began. Both Foster-Jones and 
Arnold, who turned out to be more sensible than he looked, 
agreed with this, and then said they would try to locate some 
small room at the back where the women could wait. ‘And if 
necessary,’ said Arnold, grinning, ‘I can stick a notice on it 
saying Ladies Only' 

‘And that’s as far as we can go,’ I told them. ‘We’ll have to 



leave the exact timing and what each of us has to do — every 
detail — to my uncle, who’s very thorough.’ 

‘I’ll bet,’ said Julie, pulling a face. 

‘All right, he can be disagreeable,’ I told her. ‘But if it 
wasn't for him, Mrs Foster-Jones wouldn’t be speaking at 
that meeting on Sunday.’ 

‘Squashed!’ said Julie, as the others fervently agreed with 
me. ‘But oughtn’t we to be going, Dick?’ 

‘Yes.’ I looked at Foster-Jones. ‘Gould you be at the Empire 
about quarter-past eight? I’m going to suggest to Uncle Nick 
we have a meeting between the houses.’ 

‘Between the houses?’ This was Mrs Foster-Jones, who 
looked and sounded bewildered. 

‘My dear, he means during the interval between the first 
performance and the second performance,’ said Julie. ‘Dick’s 
only been with us a few weeks, but he likes to pretend he’s 
been on the variety stage most of his life. Now we must go. 
And would you mind stopping a minute at that rather sweet 
little pub, because I think I left a powder-puff there?’ She 
took an affectionate farewell of Mrs Fostci-Jones^ thanked 
Muriel Dirks on behalf of us both for her ‘most interesting 
lunch’, and off we went. She had two double whiskies, while 
I had a quick beer, at the same little pub, and amused herself 
all the way back by keeping very close to me, and arousing me 
by various secret little toucSies, while talking in a loud innocent 
tone to Foster-Jones and Arnold in front. The car behaved 
better than it had done on the way out, but then we had to 
creep along during the last part of the journey, for a certain 
amount of fog was joining the December dusk in Leeds. 

We held our meeting in Tommy Beamish’s dressing-room 
because it was the largest. Foster-Jones looked bewildered and 
somewhat apprehensive, as well he might, seeing us all there in 
our various costumes and make-up. To my astonishment, 
Jennings and Johnson were there, smoking cigars and drinking 
Tommy’s whisky. 

‘Don’t look like that, son,’ said Jennings. ‘We’re in the act. 
Ask the Maharajah.’ 

‘Remember, we like women, all kinds, even our wives,’ 
said Johnson. 

‘And we’re cop-haters from way back, son,’ said Jennings. 
‘Maharajah, you’re in the chair.’ 

Uncle Nick looked up from some notes he’d been making 
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and took charge of us, pretending not to love it. ‘I’ll start with 
you, Mr Foster-Jones. Got a notebook? Right. Fiist then — the 
screen. It ought to open out to about nine feet. It must be at 
least seven feet high. It mustn’t be light, but be careful it’s not 
top-heavy. Better weight it down when it’s in position. And 
let’s make sure you know exactly where it goes. Here— look.’ 
And Uncle Nick showed him the plan of the platform. Tommy 
Beamish yawned and helped himself to his own whisky. 
Julie closed her eyes. Jennings and Johnson sat twinkling over 
their cigars. 

‘That’s the screen, then. Now — it’s important your wife 
should be out of the neighbourhood as soon as possible. If she 
knows anybody in or near Sheffield she can stay with on Sunday 
night, then I’ll drive her there, because we’re playing Sheffield 
next week. If she agrees to this, tell her I’ll be waiting in my car, 
near the artistes’ cntiame at the back, at nine o’clock.’ 

‘But how will she know it’s you, Mi Ollanton? I mean — ’ 

‘I know what you mean,’ Uncle Nick cut in ruthlessly. 
‘Just leave that to me. Two more things for you. Make sure 
the chairman of the meeting announces your wife not much 
before and not much after five to nine. And make sure — 
doubly sure — your wife understands she mustn’t speak inore 
than — say — three minutes. If she goes on and on, the police'll 
have time to go round and make for that central entrance, to 
catch her as she goes off. I hen she’s for it, and we’ve all been 
wasting our time.’ 

‘I do understand that, Mr Ollanton,’ Foster-Jones began. 

But Uncle Nick cut him shoit again. ‘Finally — you’ll have 
to keep out of all this on Sunday night. Don’t try to follow your 
wife. Don’t hope to join her that night. Once they know she’s 
here, you may be spotted and followed. Right? Right. Now how 
does she find my cai? She’ll be carefully assisted out of the 
building by Mr Jennings and Mr Johnson, who can look vciy 
respectable, though they aren’t. If anybody wants to know, 
they’re two gallant American gentlemen giving their arms to a 
dithery elderly lady.’ 

‘Man, it would bring tcais to your eyes,’ said Jennings. 

‘How about a victrola at the back there,’ said Johnson, 
‘playing Hearts and Flowers ? Sorry, Chief! Continue.’ 

‘And they know my car, Mr Foster-Jones. And they’ll know 
exactly where to be and what to do. Now, Miss Blane. What 
do you do? ’ 
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‘I go there early, wearing the bright coat I’ll buy tomorrow, 
also a hat that hides most of my face. I give the coat to Mrs 
Foster-Jones. I carry her old coat and hat, and wait behind 
the screen while she’s talking. As soon as she comes behind 
the screen again, I put on the coat, go out at the other end of 
the screen, dither a bit and try to imitate her walk and posture, 
go down towards the platform — and if they aren’t still applaud- 
ing, somebody had better start ’em again, hurry along the 
platform, go down the steps at the efid, make for the near pass 
door, and hope to find myself arrested. Isn’t that it?’ 

‘Except for one thing,’ said Uncle Nick, now in his severe 
rehearsal manner. ‘While you and Mrs Fostcr-Joncs aie 
wailing, you must practise that coat swapping — over and over 
and over again — until you can do it in under three seconds 
without thinking. The rest of it will be easy for you. You’re 
a good experienced actress. Mrs Foster-Jones isn’t and she’ll 
probably be very nervous. And that quick change behind the 
screen is the key to the whole effect. It’s got to look as if 
she simply walks behind the screen. So don’t take any notice 
if she objects to rehearsing it over and over again. Don’t 
stop until you could do it in two-and-a-half seconds in your 
sleep.’ 

‘I’ll do my best,’ Julie told him. ‘And I may tell you, I 
think Mrs Foster-Jones is a darling — and I’ll do anything to 
keep her out of gaol. But what happens to me? I’m not used 
to arguing with policemen, though I’ve always thought it 
might come to that, sooner or later.’ 

‘My nephew, Richard here, looks an innocent lad, and he’ll 
be sitting not far from that door, and he’ll go after you — ’ 

‘Why can’t I do that, Nick?’ This was Tommy Beamish, 
not looking pleased. ‘Julie’s with me — and — ’ 

‘Listen, Tommy.’ Uncle Nick wasn’t quite so sharp now. 
‘I’ve something more important for you to do. It’s another key 
thing. I want you up in the side gallery. And as soon as Miss 
Blane appears round the screen, I want you to give a shout — 
“Here she is. Give her a cheer’’ — something like that. It’s an 
essential part of the misdirection, and it’ll start the cheering 
and booing and nobody’ll be able to think. Now young Richard 
couldn’t do that as well as you could — ’ 

‘I should hope not,’ said Tommy, still rather sulky. ‘Not 
after all my experience.’ 

‘On the other hand,’ Uncle Nick went on smoothly, ‘you 
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wouldn’t have time to get down, and anyhow you’d better 
disguise yourself for the gallery part — ’ 

‘A dark wig and big teeth,’ Tommy began, cheering up at 
once. 

‘ So young Richard’ll have to go after her, and all he’s got to 
do is to identify her.’ He looked at me and then at Julie. ‘But 
both of you must waste a bit of time, to keep ’em busy while 
Mrs Foster-Jones is already on her way.’ 

‘Mr Ollanton,’ cried Foster-Jones in a rather shaky voice, 
‘I really believe we can do it — and I can’t tell you how grateful 
my wife and I — ’ 

‘No, sa\ e that,’ said Untie Nick. ‘We have to work at it yet — 
you included. We’ve no time now for any questions. I just 
heard the call boy. "We’ll go over it all again on Friday. And 
remember exactly' what you have to do, Mr Foster-Jones. 
And make certain you've got the right kind of screen and it 
can’t fall down.’ 

‘Our new version of the famous screen scene,’ said Julie 
brightly. ‘Let’s hope it plays as well as Shciidan’s.’ 

Uncle Nick gave her a small sour smile. ‘If it doesn’t, some 
of us will be in a hell of a mes*, Miss Blane.’ 

Julie’s returning smile was sweet and false. ‘I ran see that I 
will be, I don’t know about you. But it’s nice — m a way — to be 
w’orking with you, Mr Ollanton.’ 

Uncle Nick didn’t reply; he was now on his way out; and 
after exchanging glances w’ith Julie, I followed him. 

Well, it worked. On Sunday, December 7th, 1913, Mrs 
Foster -Jones, the notorious suffragette leader, known to be 
wanted by the police everywhere, made a triumphant appear- 
ance on a public platform in Leeds — and then vanished. At 
fiv c minutes to nine, there she was, emerging from behind the 
screen and coming dowm the central steps to greet the chair- 
man, with the whole place in an uproar, a smiling if frail- 
looking woman, bareheaded but still wearing a scarlet long 
coat: and by five past nine there was no trace of her anywhere 
in the building. Yes, it worked beautifully. 

Julie and Mrs Foster-Jones must have practised hard, 
because from where I was sitting — and I was fairly near the 
front — it looked as if Mrs Foster-Jones had remained behind 
the screen just long enough to pick up and pull over her head 
the hat she was wearing as she appeared again. Julie, never 
looking up, keeping most of her face hidden by the hat, really 
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did look like Mrs Foster-Jones. Moreover, she had hardly taken 
more than two or three steps when this huge voice came from 
the gallery: ‘Here she is. Give her a cheer, lads!’ and set the 
place boiling again. And I am not sure if this perfectly-timed 
stroke, beautifully executed — as they say — by Tommy Beamish, 
wasn’t Uncle Nick’s most artful touch in the whole design: 
nobody had time to observe carefully and to think. As Julie 
left the platform by the steps at the end the chairman, who 
had had his instructions, was already appealing for order and 
beginning to announce the next speaker. I had left my scat 
before Julie had reached the pass door, but as I reached the 
aisle leading to it, a policeman and a tall man in a mackintosh 
went ahead of me. Julie had lime to open the door and go 
through before they caught up with her. I followed the police- 
man and the tall man, and then found myself in a corridor, 
where Julie was angrily pulling herself away from an enormous 
police sergeant. 

‘What on earth do you think you’re doing, man?’ she 
demanded. ‘Take your beastly fat hands off me.’ 

‘All right, Mrs Foster-Jones,’ said the tall man in tlje mackin- 
tosh, taking charge. ‘If you don’t give us any trouble, we won’t 
give you any.’ 

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Julie said. ‘Who 
are you? ’ 

‘I’m Detective-Inspector Woods, and I have orders to take 
you into custody, Mrs Foster-Jones.’ 

‘But don’t be silly. I’m not Mrs Foster-Jones.’ Now she 
caught sight of me. ‘Oh — hello, Dick!’ 

‘Hello, Julie — what’s happening?’ 

‘I don’t know — except — ' 

‘Hold it.’ The Inspector turned to glare at me. ‘You can 
either clear off sharp — now — or come to the station with 
me.’ 

‘Then I’ll come to the station. Though I don’t see any 
point in it.’ I’m making myself sound very bold and brassy, 
but I’ve no doubt my voice quavered a bit. ‘I’m here because 
I saw Miss Blane hurrying off the platform. And she’s a friend 
of mine. We’re on the same variety bill. Last week — Leeds 
Empire. This week — Sheffield.’ 

Julie had now taken off her hat. ‘And I must say, Inspector, 
you’re not very flattering if you can’t tell the difference between 
me and Mrs Foster-Jones, who’s years and years older than I 
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am. My name’s Julie Blane. I’m an actress, at present playing 
in a sketch with Tommy Beamish, the comedian.’ 

‘By gow, you’re right an’ all,’ said the sergeant. ‘Saw you 
the other night. That’s who she is, sir.’ 

‘Well, I can see she isn’t Mrs Foster-Jones,’ the Inspector 
began slowly. Then a thought hit him hard. ‘Go on, you two 
— sharp — ’ he shouted. ‘See if she’s still here. Look in every 
room. Enquire at the back door. Quick as you can.’ As they 
hurried along the corridor, he stared suspiciously at Julie. 
‘All right then, you’ic Miss Julie Blane. But you’ve still a bit 
of explaining to do, Miss Blane. Mis Foster-Jones goes behind 
that scicen, and then you come out, wearing her coat.’ 

‘But I’m not wearing her coat. This is my coat. I bought it 
last Thursday morning. Look — here’s the bill from the shop.’ 
She handed it ovei but went on talking as the Inspector 
examined it. ‘It does look rather like the coat Mrs Fostei -Jones 
was wearing, except that hers has a high black collar and black 
cuffs — didn’t you notice? I’d come to the meeting, intending 
to sit on the platform, because I’d heard a rumour Mrs Foster- 
Jones might appear. Well, of course I was late — I’m always 
late except in the theatre — and when I got to the top of the 
steps masked by that screen I heard the applause and Mrs 
Foster-Jones began speaking, so I stayed where I was. When 
she came oil and hunied past me, I was all dithery — applause 
always unsettles me— and couldn’t decide whether to take a 
seat on the platform or go. So I w r andered on — then some fool 
in the gallciy must have thought I was Mrs Foster-Jones com- 
ing back and shouted and other people began shouting and 
clapping, so then I w'as in a panic — and hurried through that 
door, only to be stopped by the sergeant.’ She gave the In- 
spector a lueful little smile. ‘If I’ve been a nuisance, I’m awfully 
sorry, Inspector. But I couldn’t help it if Mrs Foster-Jones’s 
coat looked rather like mine, could I? ’ 

‘I don’t know. But you’d be leady to give us a signed state- 
ment along those lines, would >ou?’ 

‘Why, of course,’ said Julie, raising her eyebrows and open- 
ing her eyes until they looked like innocence itself. * Why not? ’ 
The Inspector took a deep breath and then let it out rather 
noisily. ‘Next time you come here, Miss Blane, I’ll see your 
performance on the stage, where it belongs. I’m dealing with 
liars all the time — but you take the cake.’ 

‘You don’t believe me?’ 
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Detective-Inspector Woods wagged a finger in her face: 
‘You know — and I know — there isn’t a word of truth in it. 
But if you’ll say nothing, I’ll do nothing. Now get off to 
Sheffield — or Timbuctoo.’ And he went striding along the 
corridor. 

As soon as he’d disappeared, I clasped hold of her and said: 
‘You were wonderful, Julie. Absolutely perfect. If this has 
worked — and I’m sure it must have, for Mrs Foster-Jones 
must be miles away by now — then we owe it all to you.’ 

Julie closed her eyes. ‘Kiss me.’ 

So we kissed, but soon had to break away because we heard 
people approaching. It was lucky we did, because one of the 
people was Tommy Beamish buried within a cap and a huge 
motoring coat. He liked to look as if he drove the car himself, 
but actually he had a chauffeur, who also acted as his dresser. 
(Because he’d already had a long day, this chauffeur, Dixon, 
hadn’t been on duty the night of Sir Alec’s party in Aberdeen.) 
At Uncle Nick’s rather pressing request, Tommy, who didn’t 
like me, probably because he knew that Julie did, had reluct- 
antly agreed to give me a lift to Sheffield. My bags w<yc already 
in the car with theirs, and we set off at once, with Tommy and 
Julie in the bark, talking away about the meeting and how 
successful the trick had been, while they ate sandwiches and 
drank whisky, and with' me in front beside Dixon, a gloomy 
and silent man. But Julie, risking Tommy’s displeasure, 
passed me some sandwiches, saying she had more than she 
w'anted, and a metal flask-top — it must have been a very big 
flask — full of whisky. And as she did this, she managed some- 
how to draw her hand gently across my cheek. 

When we dropped down into Sheffield, I gave Dixon the 
address that Cissie had given me, for I was sharing digs with 
her and Uncle Nick again, and I was astounded wffien lie told 
me he was going to the same address, because Mr Beamish 
and Miss Blane were staying there. What with her performance 
at and after the meeting, the kiss, her behaviour in the car, I was 
now full of Julie, and I couldn’t decide whether I was glad or 
sorry we would be sharing the same roof. Cissie hadn’t said 
anything about them. Did Julie know? Did Tommy Beamish 
know? When, after much peering and asking and stopping 
and starting, we arrived finally at a faiily large corner house, 
I still hadn’t decided whether to be glad or sorry, but I had a 
feeling that I might be in for a most peculiar week. 
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It was certainly a peculiar house. The owner of it, George 
V Vail, had been a skilled steelworker, who had worked for some 
years in St Petersburg, where he had acquired a Russian wife, 
and had then returned to Sheffield, had gravely injured a leg 
through no fault of his own, and out of the compensation he 
received he had bought this house. His sister, who had been on 
the stage, had given him the idea of turning the house into 
theatrical digs. He limped badly, was hardly ever seen except 
in shirtsleeves, usually rolled up to uncover his very thick 
muscular arms, smoked black twist in an equally black little 
pipe, always looked as if lie might knock you down but was in 
fact quite genial and obliging. His wife, Varvara, dark, small, 
bony, screeched all over the house and was so energetic and 
tireless that she seemed rather like a shouting insect, some kind 
of queen ant. She earned what must have been a Russian atmo- 
sphere round with her. The house didn’t smell like any other 
place in Sheffield: as soon as you opened the front door, you 
were somewhere else, probably St Petersburg. She was a good 
cook and compelled us, by sheer force of will, to try Russian 
things like cabbage soup and borsch, those tiny meat and fish 
pasties called piroshki and Chicken Kiev, which Julie and I 
enjoyed even if the others didn t. She was assisted by a fat 
bursting-out-of-everything ‘skivvy’, as they called them then, 
a young woman from one of the small mining towns whose 
name was Annie, Mho slept in the next bedroom to mine, at 
the top of the house, and snored clean through the wall; and 
also by a mysterious old Russian woman wrapped in a black 
shawl, who never spoke but stared at us as if we were a pack of 
imbeciles. 

There were no separate servings of meals, not even when we 
came back after the show. We all had to eat together round a 
big table in the dining-room. There were two resident boarders 
in addition to the five of us. One was a quiet elderly widow, who 
went out to give piano lessons; the other was also elderly but far 
from quiet — Professor Lancelot Byers, who taught elocution 
somewhere and gave recitals, not only of short pieces but even 
gigantic chunks of Dickens. He was full of conventional opinions 
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and platitudes, which he elocuted with enormous dignity, 
with every vowel, every consonant, perfectly formed, as if he 
was proclaiming a peace treaty. Julie, Uncle Nick and I were 
either irritated or bored by him, but Cissie used to listen to him 
open-mouthed, and Tommy Beamish, his strange eyes glittering 
with mischief, egged him on, and later, when we had left 
Sheffield, did a superb burlesque of the Professor Byers manner 
in a nonsense recitation he introduced into his sketch. 

Compelled to spend some time in one another’s company, 
the five of us didn’t find it easy. Uncle Nick and Tommy 
Beamish respected each other as performers and had come 
together in the Mrs Foster-Jones plot, but they weren’t really 
friendly. Julie disliked Uncle Nick, regarded Cissie with con- 
tempt, and had to be careful about me. Poor Cissie was out of 
her depth all round, but occasionally she scratched back at 
Julie. Tommy didn’t like me, and not simply because he knew 
that Julie did. I think he resented me partly because I was 
young and hefty and didn’t live under his kind of strain, and 
also because Julie must have told him that what I wanted was 
to become a painter, so that to him I wasn’t a re^ ‘pro’. I 
didn’t actually return his dislike — even though, under cover of 
loud professional jocularity, he’d give me a nasty little knock or 
two — and as yet I wasn’t jealous o 1 his hold upon Julie, as I was 
a little later; but I now took the chance, which I’d never been 
offered before, of observing him closely and trying to understand 
the kind of man he was. 

As I’ve already pointed out, Tommy was undoubtedly a 
superb comic, almost a great one. When he was on the stage 
he made you feel he was a natural born funny man, who hadn’t 
to have gags invented for him, didn’t need any special material, 
but could create uproarious comedy out of anything and 
nothing, making you laugh just because he was Tommy 
Beamish. And superficially he still seemed like this when he 
was off the stage, a man who couldn’t help wildly clowning, 
even when he was rushing in for a drink or taking his place at 
the dinner table. (Though like most heavy drinkers, he ate 
very little.) With his chubby round face, on which experience 
seemed to have printed nothing, he often suggested a mis- 
chievous high-spirited boy. But his curious flickering eyes didn’t 
belong to any such boy. I felt sometimes they looked through 
a mask at a world that could never be his world. Now it’s 
true that some wonderful clowns — Grock, for instance — always 
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give us the impression that they are innocent and hopeful 
visitors from some other planet, serious creatures struggling 
against alien circumstances, defeated by two and two making 
four. But I didn’t feel this about Tommy. The hopeful innocence 
didn’t seem to be there. I began to think there was something 
desperate and rather sinister about his clowning. He made me 
feel sometimes that behind that droll mask, through which he 
glanced so restlessly, was an awful blank desert where he really 
existed, among bleached bones in a cruel emptiness, without 
innocence, with hope all gone. And at these times I felt he 
hated us all, even Julie. 

It was tantalising, almost a torment, being under the same 
roof with Julie, watched as we were by so many sharp eyes 
and having no opportunity of spending any time together away 
from the others. Though I was fascinated by her dark, half- 
ravaged beauty, which nobody but me seemed to appreciate, 
I \\ asn’t falling in love with her. If it had been Nancy, I think 
I \\ ould have been happy just being near her. But with Julie 
it was sheer sexual excitement, which she kept on or near the 
boil, partly out of feminine mischief because she was bored, 
but also, as I learnt later, because she herself soon became 
equally excited. So if we met by chance on the stairs or a 
landing or had the sitting-room or dining-room to ourselves for 
a minute 01 two, \se would hastily embrace and kiss; and even 
when the others were there, Julie would contrive a passing 
touch, a quick and secret pressure, that would set me on fire. 
It was a dangerous game that she enjoyed more than I did — 
at least until she found she was setting herself on fire too. 
Moreover, it was bad December weather all that week in 
Sheffield, leaving me idle and disappointed because I’d hoped 
to do some sketching in the Peak country, not far away. I 
did some half-hearted drawing up in my attic room, but it 
was cheerless up there, and anyhow all this wondering about 
Julie and wanting her seemed to take the heart and guts out of 
anything else, a consequence I might have borne in mind if 
I’d had any sense. 

Julie and I had just one afternoon out together, when Tommy 
had lunched with some of his admirers at a club and came back 
to sleep it ofT. Julie had told him she had to do some shopping. 
We didn’t leave the house together, but met at the end of the 
road, and as it was a dark wettish afternoon we went first to a 
little cinema, where we entwined our hands and legs as we 
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stared at Bronco Billy Anderson and the Keystone Cops, 
and then had tea at a neighbouring cafe. Julie was very quiet 
at first — she was obviously feeling depressed — but finally 
she began to talk. 

‘What do you know about me, Dick?’ 

I told her briefly what Uncle Nick had told me. 

‘All quite true,’ she said. ‘I was living with a man — then 
suddenly I wasn’t. He vanished, then married somebody else. 
He liked drinking, so I drank with him. Then when he wasn’t 
there, I drank for both of us. Then I did the fatal thing. Instead 
of drinking after work, I drank before it and during it. Then 
when they had to ring down the curtain on me, everybody 
knew — and I was out. And not only for the West End but even 
for any tour worth considering. My only chance — and I’m a 
good actress, my dear, I really am — was to keep earning reason- 
ably good money, to save a little and try to sober up, then talk 
somebody into giving me a chance on an Australian or South 
African tour. After that, if I’d behaved myself, the West End 
managers might look at me again. The only decent salary, 
out of which I might save something, was the one I was offered 
by Tommy Beamish. He was willing to give me a chance 
because he’d fallen flat on his face once and had the curtain 
rung down on him. So that made two of us. And I can save 
fifteen pounds every week.’ 

‘Partly, I suppose,’ I said pointedly, but not, I hope, nastily, 
‘because you share his bedroom.’ 

There was a flash in the darkness of her glance, but she 
answered me coolly. ‘That helps, certainly. But it doesn’t 
make me a tart, Dick my dear. Tommy came to my rescue. 
I was very grateful. Though, mind you, I can feed him lines 
when most actresses would dry, give it up as a bad job, tell him 
he’s impossible to work with. I earn my salary twicc-nightly, 
on the stage, far away from that bedroom you dragged into 
this conversation, you silly boy. Are you jealous?’ 

‘Not yet, but I soon could be.’ 

‘Oh — really? Aren’t you taking something for granted?’ 

‘No, I don’t think so. And I mentioned the bedroom because 
I’ve been thinking about Tommy this week and I was hoping 
you’d tell me what he’s really like.’ I waited a moment or two, 
but when she didn’t reply, I went on: ‘He’s wonderful on the 
stage, of course, but I’m beginning to feel that off the stage I 
dislike him as much as he seems to dislike me.’ 
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‘That’s a kind of envy,’ said Julie. ‘Just because you’re 
young, strong, good-looking. Don’t bother about it, my dear.’ 

‘Ricarlo thinks he’s mad,’ I blurted out. 

Julie didn’t even blink at this. ‘He’s mostly a very clever 
naughty little boy, who can also be very kind and generous. 
Let’s say on four days out of five.’ 

‘What happens on the fifth day?’ 

‘He can be a horror. And you know now why I can’t walk 
out on him. This is my best chance to get back finally to where 
I belong. But it would be different — it would be much easier — 
if — ’ And there she stopped. 

‘If what?’ 

She didn’t look at me. ‘If somebody else was really making 
love to me,’ she said very quietly. And then she did look at me. 
‘You know, Dick, it would be much better if you didn’t keep 
sharing digs with your uncle and his idiot girl. Why don’t 
you insist upon being on your own?’ 

‘Because they know aboul digs — and I don’t. It’s quite 
simple. Next week we’re in Burmanley. I don’t know Bur- 
manley — never been there. Uncle Nick and Cissie have lists of 
addresses.’ 

‘Tommy has too. And I don’t know anything about Bur- 
manlcy either. But we’re in Nottingham, aren’t we, the week 
after — Christmas week, that is? All right then. I know some 
people in Nottingham you could stay with. Will you go there 
if I can arrange it?’ 

‘Yes, of course, Julie. Let me know in good time, and tell 
me something about the people, then I can pretend to Uncle 
Nick and Cissie that I know them. But Burmanley — •?’ 

She laughed. ‘I’m afraid Burmanley will have to be touch- 
and-go again for us, darling. And that’s what it had better be 
now. We must go, Dick.’ 

But we hadn’t been as clever, under the Wall roof, as we 
thought we had. I discovered this after lunch on Saturday. 
It had been a tremendous lunch, with everybody present, ten 
of us in all — the five of us from the Empire, the two resident 
boarders, the Walls and the mysterious old Russian woman, 
who joined us on this special occasion. Annie the maid had a 
cold and had been sent to bed, so I volunteered to help with 
the heavy trays from and to the kitchen. Mrs Wall, the small 
and bony Varvara, who had done most of the cooking, com- 
manded the old Russian woman and her husband George to get 
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on with the washing up, and then took me into a little sitting- 
room beyond the kitchen, a room I had never seen before. 
There she poured out some brandy for both of us, lit one of 
those Russian cigarettes with long paper holders, and after 
wc touched glasses and drank, she stared at me solemnly — 
she had huge black eyes — across the small table, and then began 
to talk. She still spoke with a thick Russian accent, and some- 
times I missed what she was trying to say, so that I can’t pre- 
tend to reproduce her speech exactly. 

‘Deek,’ she began. ‘I call you Deck because to you I am as 
mother. You are yong. Nice boy. Good boy, I theenk. So I 
speak with you as mother. 1 notice sometheeng. Also Mamushka 
notice sometheeng. Even my ’usban’ George speaks of it. 
All of us, we see very plain.’ There she stopped, produced more 
smoke, and squinted at me through it. 

T don’t understand, Mrs Wall. 5 And at that moment I 
really didn’t. 

‘Deck, I speak with you as mother — about loafe — ’ 

‘Loaf?’ But then I realised she meant love. 

‘Between man and woman loafe is good. Between girl and 
boy, like you, loafe is good. Between boy and woman — no leal 
true loafe. It is ’unger for sex, this kind of loafe. All there is 
between you, Deek, and Mees Blanc, is ’unger for sex, anim.d 
feeling. No, foolish to deny. We have seen. We have already 
spoken of it. We know. With you, Deek, is because you are yong, 
strong man. You want girl. You have no girl. With this Mees 
Blane, it is not the same. She is mature woman, very strong in 
sex, anyone can see, and she has terrible ’unger.’ 

‘She’s got Tommy Beamish,’ I muttered. 

‘Not man for her. I think not man for any woman. I go on 
Monday — first ’ouse — and I laugh and George he does not 
stop laughing. Beamish is very fonny comedian. Mees Blane 
is clever actress — not comedienne — but good for Beamish. 
On stage, good for him. Off stage — here — no good together, 
I think. It is all — ’ And here she almost spat out some Russian 
term that of course I didn’t understand and I think she didn’t 
want me to understand, just bringing it out to satisfy her own 
feelings. ‘Deck, I speak again with you as mother. You have 
been to bed with this woman?’ 

‘No, I haven’t, Mrs Wall,’ I replied rather sharply. 

‘Mind own business — eh? This is what I do all time here. 
If not, with theatricals, where are we? But you are yong. 
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Nice boy. Good boy. Carry trays. Who else carry trays? No- 
body. So I speak with you as mother. You have not been to bed 
with her. But already she has been to bed with you. She is 
putting you there in her mind. I have seen it in her eye. She 
wants you, Deek. Not for loafe — that is not possible between you 
— but because she has this terrible ’unger. And if you do noth- 
ing, then you cannot escape it. This is not nice yong girl — 
dreaming — Tatiana writing letter to Onegin — but you do not 
know Pushkin. This is woman — strong in passion. You will 
know this for first time. Not like yong girls. You will not have 
known such a woman. It can be madness for nice yong man. It 
happened to my cousin with such an older woman ’ungry with 
passion. It can be like terrible disease. Not like real true loafe. 
No ’eart. No soul. No balance — no real understandings. Deek, 
I speak with you as mother.' She reached across and tapped the 
back of my hand with her forefinger. ‘I am warning. Find nice 
yong girl. No Mees Blanc for you, please. Finish now. If you 
do not finish now, you will be sorry. I am warning.’ 

‘That’s right,’ said George Wall, limping in at that moment 
with a towel over his arm. ‘Tak’ notice of her, lad. An’ Ah’ll 
tell yer for why. She’s a bit what’s-it — psychic — Varvara is, 
alius ’as bin. But she wouldn’t ’ave said owt if she ’adn’t taken 
a bit of a fancy to yer, lad. So yer can bet yer boots she means 
well. Though if yer onnything like Ah was at your age, ten to 
one yer won’t tak’ onny dam’ notice.’ 

‘You are idiot, George,’ she screeched at him. ‘It is serious. 
I am warning. Go away — wash dishes.’ 

‘Nay, we’ve done.’ He laid a heavy hand on my shoulder. 
‘ She knows what she’s talking about, Varvara does, and about 
this love business, where she comes from — they call a spade a 
spade — not like us. So just you remember what she’s told you.’ 
He gave my shoulder a squeeze. ‘An’ don’t tak’ offence, lad. 
Nowt ’ud bin said if we ’adn’t liked yer. But we think yer best 
o’t’lot. An’ a word in time—’ 

‘ Be quiet. Now it is finished. Deek is good boy — and now he 
has had warning.’ 

And it was not so long afterwards, though in other places 
and when everything seemed so different, that there would 
suddenly return to my mind, without my wanting to recall it, 
that stuffy Kttle back sitting-room, with its strange Russian 
smells, with the darkening Sheffield Saturday afternoon all 
round it, and with Varvara Wall, all huge black eyes, tapping 



her warning on the back of my hand. It became in the end my 
clearest memory of that week. But though in a sense she was 
only telling me what I knew already, on some obscure level of 
my mind from which no words came, I forgot her warning 
until it was too late. When I seemed to feel her tapping my 
hand again, I was a different Dick Herncaslle, lost in a different 
world of savage joy, bewilderment and anguish. 


4 

In burmanley i was sharing digs again with Uncle Nick 
and Cissic, and of course I never saw them early on Monday 
morning, when I left for the Empire. Burmanley, a city I’d 
never seen before, seemed to be mostly gloom, slush, trams, and 
shop windows decorated — if you can call it that — with tufts 
of cottonwool, for it was now December 15th, only ten days from 
Christmas. Our stuff had been safely delivered, but itavas chilly 
and mournful backstage that morning, and both Sam and Ben 
seemed to have colds. When we could do no more, I took them 
away to stand them rum-and-coffee, and when I got back the 
band call had started and nearly everybody was ahead of me. 
I had hoped to sec Julie, but for once old Courtenay was taking 
their call. Jennings was there but not Johnson, and when 
Jennings came off and saw me, he grinned and punched me on 
the chest. ‘ Son, stay right here,’ he said. ‘ Give yourself a great 
great time. The Musical Tiplows are next — all three of ’em. 
I'd stay and catch up on some culture, but I’m meeting Hank 
in the saloon round the corner. So long, son!’ 

The Tiplows, all three, were more pernickety than ever, 
and it was nearly half-past twelve before I was free. Then I 
was surprised to find that Bill Jennings was back, apparently 
waiting for me to come off. ‘Yes, sir, we’re holding some kinda 
meeting back of the saloon,’ he said. ‘Your uncle said he wanted 
you there, so I said I’d come and get you, son. House manager’s 
there — name of Carbett — looks like a duke ready for huntin’ 
and fishin’. Also a newspaperman — Mr Puff of the Burmanley 
Evening Mail. Also Tommy and Miss Blane. Kinda conference, 
you might say, son, with the actors buying the drinks,’ he con- 
tinued as we went out. It was always hard to tell whether Bill 
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Jennings was serious or not, but I did gather on our way to rite 
pub that the manager, Carbett, was worried because it looked 
as if the week’s business would be terrible, this being the week 
before Christmas, and he was anxious to discover if Uncle 
Nick and Tommy could suggest any publicity stunt that might 
bring people in, later in the week. And Mr Puffy who did the 
theatrical news and gossip for the evening paper, was there to 
offer any help he might be able to give. ‘And when I left ’em, 
son,’ Bill Jennings concluded, ‘the only suggestion — though 
it’s a good one — was Same Again.' 

When we joined the group in the small back room of the 
pub — and they had the place to themselves — Uncle Nick was 
talking. ‘Well then, it’ll have to be the Indian Box. It seems to 
be all we’ve got. I used to use it in the act but then left it out 
because it wasn’t spectacular enough. Oh — Richard — we’ve 
still got the Indian Box, haven’t we?’ 

* I’ve never noticed it,’ I began. 

‘Well, for God’s sake, don’t tell me we haven’t got it.’ He 
glared at me. ‘Come on, we must have. It’s a fancy Oriental 
box, about two feet long, one foot high and broad, with a big 
ornamental key.’ 

‘ I’ve never seen it.’ And then, before he could interrupt me 
again, I added: ‘But there’s a small packing case about that 
size that I’ve never opened because Sam told me we weren’t 
using it.’ 

‘That’s all right then, lad. That’s it.’ He looked round at 
the others. ‘This is how we’ll work it. But I warn you I’ll need 
some help all round. Yes, from you, Mr Puff, and your paper — 
and if possible Horn one of your biggest shops.’ 

‘I’ll do my best, Mr Ollanton,’ said the journalist, who was a 
small fat man in a shiny blue suit too small for him. ‘But of 
course it depends on what you have in mind.’ 

‘I’ve always found the Evening Mail very friendly,’ said 
Carbett, the house manager, rather pompously. And he really 
was trying to look like a sporting landowner, and later I found 
that with his evening white-tie-and-tails he went to the length 
of wearing a monocle. ‘And I’ve no doubt if our friend Mr 
Puff likes the idea he’ll be able to persuade one of our biggest 
shops to co-operate with us. Smedley and Jones, perhaps — eh? 
But of course it does depend on what you have in mind, Mr 
Ollanton.’ 

‘Thanks for telling me,’ said Uncle Nick dryly. ‘All right, 
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this is the effect.’ He paused for a moment or two, and I was 
able to look across at Julie, who held up her glass enquiringly, 
as if asking me if I wanted a drink. ‘You announce tonight 
that at the special request of some Burmanley friends and ad- 
mirers, Ganga Dun will undertake to read the future. He will 
place in his Indian Box tonight or tomorrow morning some 
small sheets of paper on which will be written the Evening Mail 
headlines for Thursday. The box will be locked, corded and 
sealed in the shop tomorrow. It will remain in the shop window 
— or in any other prominent place there — until Thursday 
evening. It will then be taken by a representative of the shop 
to the Empire on Thursday evening, and will be opened on the 
stage at the second house and the headlines read out to the 
audience.’ 

‘Boy, that’s a lulu,’ cried Hank Johnson. 

‘But, Mr Ollanton, can you really do this?’ asked Carbett. 

‘If I can’t, what the hell am I talking about?’ said Uncle 
Nick, looking disgusted. ‘I’ve done it before. Don’t forget, I’m 
a magician.* 

‘Is it done by mirrors or electricity, Maestro^’ Tommy 
asked. ‘Or are there two boxes?’ 

‘No, there aren’t two boxes,’ said Uncle Nick coldly. ‘And 
from the time that box leaves me tomorrow, it’s never in my 
possession. And it’s locked, corded and scaled, with everybody 
looking on, in the shop, which then keeps the box on display. 
The only thing is — I’m not going to be there, because I’m 
Ganga Dun, and I don’t propose to wear costume and make-up 
in the middle of the afternoon. Richard and one or two of 
you people will have to look after that. Well,’ and he looked at 
the journalist, ‘is that good enough for you?’ 

‘It’s a bobby-dazzlcr,’ Mr Puff exclaimed, getting up. ‘I'll 
telephone the office.’ 

‘Half a minute,’ said Tommy. ‘What about Alderman 
Fishface?’ 

‘Alderman Fishblick?’ 

‘All the same. What — you don’t know about him,’ said 
Tommy, looking at several of us who obviously didn’t know 
about Alderman Fishblick. ‘ Explain him, Mr Carbett — spread 
him out and peg him down.’ 

Carbett cleared his throat importantly. ‘Alderman Fishblick 
is a local estate agent and a great man on the City Council. 
Teetotaller, non-smoker, and dead against theatres and music 
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halls. Music halls especially. Haunts of vice, he says we are. 
He was denouncing us again, last week — ’ 

‘Look here,’ the journalist cut in. ‘I must get on to the office. 
Somebody tell me quick where Alderman Fishblick comes into 
this Indian Box business.’ He appealed to Tommy, then to 
Uncle Nick. 

‘If you people,’ said Uncle Nick, ‘will get Alderman Fish- 
blick into one of your headlines on Thursday, I can guarantee 
that whoever reads those headlines on the stage on Thursday 
will have to mention Alderman Fishblick.’ 

‘Well, I can’t give you as good a guarantee,’ the journalist 
told him, ‘but I'll talk to our chaps. I know there’s a Council 
meeting on Thursday morning, and Fishblick nearly always 
makes a fuss about something. But I must go. I won’t telephone, 
I’ll go straight back to the office. Now, Mr Ollanton, can I say 
you’ve accepted a challenge to perform your magic Indian 
Box trick in Burmanley? Right. And you’re ready to send the 
box tomorrow to Smcdley and Jones’s for them to keep until 
Thursday? Right. I can get this into the paper tonight. 
Toodle-oo, everybody!’ Exit Mr Puff. 

‘I’m working something out for Alderman Fishface myself,’ 
said Tommy. ‘It’ll be something to do with his estate agency. 
And I’ll want some help, Nick. Like you on that suffragette 
caper at Leeds. I’ll need you and Cissie and young llcrncastle. 
And you Bill, and you Hank.’ 

‘We’ll be light in there, man, pitching,’ cried Bill. 

‘So long as it brings pain and sorrow to Alderman Fish- 
blick,’ said Hank Johnson solemnly, ‘I’m there by your side, 
Chief. And the drinks are now on me.’ 

But Uncle Nick told me to go back, unpack the box, make 
sure the big ornamental key was with it, then take key and box 
up to liis dressing-room. ‘We’ll have a bite of lunch at the 
Ciown,* he added. ‘Then I’ll make certain the box is all in 
order before anything comes out in the paper. So off you go, 
lad.’ 

At three o’clock on Tuesday afternoon, I was carrying the 
box, which looked old and very Oriental, into the furniture 
department (Third Floor) of Smedlcy and Jones’s store. There 
must have been at least a hundred people there, all that the 
room could hold when a space had been cleared for us in the 
middle. I was accompanied — and that is the right term, because 
it was all done very solemnly — by Tommy and Julie, Jennings 
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and Johnson, who somehow managed to look grave and im- 
portant, and the manager, Carbett, no longer in his sporting 
costume and looking rather like an undertaker. Smedley and 
Jones were represented by the assistant manager, one R. G. 
Perks, who had called on Uncle Nick at the Empire between 
the first and second houses, the night before, and who had been 
nervous then and seemed even more nervous now, as if he 
thought the box might explode. The Press was represented by 
Mr Puff and several younger and dressier colleagues, looking 
very cynical, as if they knew how the trick was done, which 
they certainly didn’t. (I had spent some time wondering about 
it myself.) There was only one person there even more nervous 
than R. G. Perks, and that was young Richard Hcrncastle, 
for I was making my first appearance in public off the stage 
and without the benefit of Indian costume and make-up. 

When we were all ready, R. G. Perks said rather shakily: 
‘Er. Ladies and er Gentlemen cr. On behalf of er Smedley 
and Jones er glad to welcome you cr interesting experiment er 
now call upon er Mr Carbett cr Empire Theatre.’ 

Carbett told them severely that Burmanley was well known 
for its sporting spirit and that Ganga Dun, now appearing at 
the Empire in one of the greatest magical acts on the variety 
stage anywhere, had accepted a challenge to perform here in 
Burmanley perhaps his most extraordinary feat of magic, and 
that they would now be addressed by the popular American 
entertainers, Jennings and Johnson, also on this week’s great 
bill at the Empire. 

‘Folks,’ Bill Jennings began, ‘I’ve been in vaudeville quite a 
time — not on this side but the other side of the water. And 
I’ve seen some great magical and thought-reading acts. But 
what Ganga Dun says he’ll do — this beats all. Of course he 
hasn’t done it yet — and maybe he can’t do it — what do you say. 
Hank?’ 

‘I say, Bill — and friends — I say Ganga Dun’s already 
finished what he said he’d do. In that box — hold it higher, 
son, so the folks can see it — in that box, I say, Ganga Dun has 
already placed a sheet or two of paper on which he has written 
— believe it or not, friends — what will be the headlines of 
Thursday’s Evening Mail. Yes, Tommy? Mr Tommy Beamish, 
folks.’ 

Uncle Nick hadn’t wanted Tommy to speak: he felt that if 
Tommy started gagging and had everybody laughing, nobody 
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would give me and the box any serious attention. But Tommy 
insisted, and here he was, standing on a chair: ‘Now boys, 
girls and ratepayers, I think we can’t lose. If on Thursday night, 
second house at the Empire, somebody opens the box, reads out 
the headlines, and they’re all dead right, we’ve seen something 
as good as the Indian rope trick. And if they’re all wrong, 
then we have a good laugh at poor old Ganga Dun — though I 
must tell you he isn’t poor, he isn’t old, and he keeps frightening 
the life out of me. He’s sin-is-ter — honestly, he is — he’s sin-is-ter 
and mal-evo-lent. And he told me yesterday — he speaks English 
on Mondays — that it isn’t done by mirrors or by electricity — 
so how the blue blades doc« he do it? Remember, people, he 
ne\er secs this box again until it’s opened on the Empire stage. 
And now my distinguished colleague, Lady Macbeth — I beg 
her pardon. Miss Julie Blane -will tell you all about the 
box.’ 

As a matter of fact, Julie, daik, pale-faced, wearing black 
furs, did look as if she’d just played — or was about to play — 
Lady Macbeth. She’d told us she couldn't improvise a speech, 
so Uncle Nick and I between us had written something for her 
to learn by heart. So now, making full use of her clear and 
beautifully modulated voice, she made the most effective 
speech of the afternoon. But I ought to add that during the 
morning Uncle Nick, with his usual attention to detail, had 
rehearsed both her and me, her for her timing, me for the 
locking, cording, sealing, of the box. 

‘Ladies and Gentlemen, 1 hope that you can see Mr Hern- 
castle, who is Ganga Dun’s chief assistant. He will now lock 
the box. There! And now, with the help of Mr Perks, represent- 
ing Messrs Smedlcy and Jones, Mr Hemcastle will secure the 
box with cords. After that they will seal the knots with scaling 
w ax, making use of a signet ring owned by Mr Perks. While 
they ate doing this — and I hope you can all see— I want to 
explain what will happen to the box. From now' until it is 
opened on the Empire stage on Thursday night, the box will 
never leave this store, w'herc it will be prominently displayed — 
in the window to the right of the main door, Mr Perks tells me. 
I’m sure you have complete confidence in Mr Perks and Messrs 
Smedley and Jones — I know I have — so that if they tell us on 
Thursday night that the box has never left the store and that 
nobody has attempted to open it, we shall believe them. And 
Mr Perks will be responsible for taking the box straight from 
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here on to the Empire stage. Ganga Dun has sworn that he 
will not even look at it through the window. Now, there it is, 
ladies and gentlemen — securely corded and sealed.’ There 
was some applause. ‘Mr Perks will now take it down to its 
place in the window. And that’s all, ladies and gentlemen. 
Until Thursday night, of course. Thank you!’ 

There was more applause, and then after Perks, carrying 
the box high above his head, hurried off, people began to move 
away. ‘You were jolly good, Julie,’ I told her. 

‘Thanks, Dick.’ She lowered her voice. ‘But I wish you’d 
tell me how he thinks he’s going to pull off this trick.’ 

‘I would if I knew. But I don’t know. All I do know is that 
he’s done it before — and doesn’t think much of it. Perhaps 
because he didn’t invent it himself. Uncle Nick prefers the 
effects he invents himself.’ 

‘I’ll bet lie does, knowing your nice kind Uncle Nick. Oh — 
Tommy wants us. Yes, Tommy dear?’ 

‘Not you, Julie dear. This is for the Ganga Dundians.’ 
He turned to me. ‘It’s about the Alderman Fisliface gag. I’ve 
got it all worked out for tomorrow morning. Tonight in my 
dressing-room I’ll explain what everybody has to do. So tell 
Nick and Sloppy Cis. Right? Not between the shows — I want 
to take it easy — but after the last house.’ 

I realise that nowadays, in a different world, the elaborate 
practical joke we played on Alderman Fishblick, that Wednes- 
day morning in Bunnanley, may seem childish, ridiculously 
unworthy of the care and attention that six or seven adult 
performers devoted to it. But in its defence there are three tilings 
worth mentioning. First, there still existed then a tradition of 
practical jokes played by stage people, coming down from the 
days of Toole and Henry Irving, before he became grand and 
solemn. Secondly, Alderman Fishblick, who really knew 
nothing about music halls, had repeatedly made public attacks 
upon them. Thirdly, variety performers like Tommy Beamish 
and Uncle Nick couldn’t help welcoming anything that broke 
the monotony and boredom of those winter days, when the 
weather was too bad for golf or for excursions in their new toy, 
the motor-car. As Uncle Nick told me more than once, especi- 
ally when he was happily at work on a new illusion, the chief 
reason why so many variety stars drank too much or got into 
trouble chasing women too hard, was that they were so bored, 
after the night’s zest and excitement, by these empty days in 
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towns they didn’t like. Burmanley was one of them; the weather 
was bad that week, when it was neither Christmas nor not- 
Christmas but all cottonwool snowflakes and seedy Santa 
Clauses; and so we put on a special performance for Alderman 
Fishblick in his capacity as estate agent. We established our 
headquarters for the operation, as it might be called now, at a 
pub not far from where Philips and Fishblick, Estate Agents and 
Auctioneers, had their offices, so we all knew what was happen- 
ing in there; and this explains how I can attempt to describe 
that strange morning from the point of view of poor Fishblick. 

So far it had been a dull morning, with some sleet slashing 
at the windows, and Fishblick, after losing his temper with his 
secretary, Miss Cleat, and telling the office boy that if he didn’t 
brighten up his ideas he would have to go, didn’t know what 
to do with himself and so began examining the list of properties 
that Philips and Fishblick had for sale or rent. The chief of 
these, Hickerston Hall, a white elephant no longer white, had 
now been empty for over two years, and Fishblick must have 
been wondering what he could do with it, when a Mr and Mrs 
Primp were announced, wanting to see him on most urgent 
business. 

‘Aldciman Fishblick,’ said Mr Pi imp, shaking hands 
enthusiastically, ‘you’ve probably heaid of me — Primp, Tea 
Merchant, of Mincing Lane. Yes, I’m Primp of Mincing Lane.’ 
He had a straggling beard, eyeglasses, and a high quavering 
voice. (When Tommy Beamish really look trouble, he could be 
superb.) Mrs Primp, be-furred and veiled, was both aloof and 
elegant and looked very rich, Julie having played many such 
parts. 

‘Now what about Hickerston Hall?’ said Mr Primp. ‘I’m 
thinking of retiring, and yesterday Mrs Pi imp and I took a 
look at Hickeitson Hall, only from the outside of course, and 
Mrs Primp fancied it at once — didn’t you, dear?’ 

‘I felt something might be done with it,’ said Mrs Primp, 
in a deep contralto that was as rich as her appearance. ‘But 
of course we must look over it.’ 

‘ Naturally, naturally, Mrs Primp,’ Fishblick told her, trying 
to keep his excitement out of his voice. ‘It’s a remarkable 
property — and it’s just possible I might be able to offer you a 
slight reduction on the asking price — ’ 

Mr Primp waved this aside. ‘ Primp of Mincing Lane doesn’t 
haggle,’ he announced. ‘The point is — when can you show us 
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the house? We must return to London tonight, I must warn 
you, Fishblick.’ 

‘We can go out there now — * 

‘Impossible. But if you’ll call for us at half-past two this 
afternoon at the Midland Hotel — ’ 

‘Of course, Mr Primp. I’ll arrange for a car — ’ 

‘Meanwhile,’ said Mrs Primp, in a tone deeper still, ‘you 
must give us all particulars — ’ 

‘Just what I was about to do, Mrs Primp.’ Fishblick was so 
excited he fumbled for a moment or two at his papers. ‘Yes, 
here they are. A very fine property indeed for any man of 
moans — ’ 

‘Mr Primp has considerable means, Alderman rishblick,’ 
said Mrs Primp coldly. 

‘And I like to do business like this.’ And Mr Pi imp brought 
his hand down flat on the desk, glaring tliiough his eyeglasses 
at the startled Fishblick. ‘Half-past two at the Midland Hotel, 
then. And don’t keep me waiting. Ask anybody in Mincing 
Lane about Primp. I don’t like any dilly-dallying and shilly- 
shallying.’ 

‘Yes, Mr Primp. I’m sure you’ll find — ’ 

‘Good morning to you,’ said Mr Primp sharply. ‘Come, my 
dear. No, don’t move, Fishblick. You must make your anange- 
ments.’ 

Fifteen minutes later, while Fishblick was still trying to 
discover the financial status of Primp of Mincing Lane, 
Colonel Sloman was announced. He was a tall, dark, imposing- 
looking man, not unlike a younger Lord Kitchener. He was 
accompanied by his daughter (Cissie, quietly dressed and with 
no make-up) and his son, me with a large fair moustache that 
Uncle Nick had made out of crepe hair while he gave himself a 
large dark moustache. Incidentally, this Fishblick performance 
showed me what a good actor Uncle Nick might have been. 

‘I’m Colonel Sloman, late Chief of Police in Penang. You 
people are the agents for Hickerston Hall, aren’t you? Come, 
come, my dear sir, either you are or you aren’t. If you aren’t, 
say so, I’ve no time to waste.’ 

‘Yes, we are, Colonel Sloman. You want to look over the 
house? ’ 

‘Of course I want to look over the house. And so do my 
son and my daughter. We’ve no intention of buying a house 
without looking over it. Do you take me for an idiot, man?’ 
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Fishblick, though still feeling rather dazed, made a move 
round his desk. He was a gingerish, beaky, narrow-mouthed 
man with eyes not unlike the glass stoppers used in those days 
for ginger-beer bottles. ‘I can take you out there at once, 
Colonel Sloman — ’ 

‘No, you can’t. I have an appointment with the Lord 
Lieutenant — an old friend. Have to be this afternoon. Only 
time. Call for us at half-past two this afternoon — County 
Hotel.’ 

‘Oh — dear!’ Fishblick was flustered. ‘I’m not quite sure — ’ 

‘What the devil do you mean, man?’ Colonel Sloman 
thundered. ‘If you don’t want to sell the propci ty, then say 
so. Not quite sure! Good God— aren’t there any ical men of 
business left in this country?’ 

‘It’s only a question of rc-arranging something,’ Fishblick 
b( gan desperately. 

‘ Re-arranging something! Don’t talk nonsense, man. I’m 
sciiously interested in this propeitv — and I don't need to till 
you, man, that it’s obviously been on the market for some time 
—and if you’re at all anxious to sell it, then you will show us 
over the house this afternoon and will theiefore call for us 
promptly at two-tliiity at the County Hotel. I don’t care about 
your arrangements, I have my own. Two-thiity shaip then, at 
the County. Come along, you two.’ 

Now in a lather, Fishblick followed us out, trying to explain 
about his anangements and re-ariangements, but Uncle Nick 
it fused to listen and waved him away. 

It must have been while he was still dying to leave a message 
lor Mr Primp at a Midland Hotel that had never heard of him, 
that poor Fishblick found himsell staring at two extraordinary 
Ameiicans, who wore unusually laigi round spectacles and 
Uncle Sam beards. They wanted to look at Hiikerston Hall 
too, not as a possible private icsidence, for they lived at 
Oshkosh close to their main factory, but as a building that 
might be adapted to the manufacture of their special line of 
toys. 

‘Yes, sir ,’ said one of them emphatically, ‘Simon and Simon’s 
world-ree-nowned Golliwogs and Teddy Bears.’ 

‘Golliwogs and Teddy Bears?’ Fishblick faltered, probably 
wondering by this time if he were going out of his mind. 

‘The kiddies’ joy in seventeen different countries, sir,’ 
said the other American, staring severely at Fishblick through 
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his enormous spectacles. ‘We’d aim to make Hickerston Hall 
the centre of a noo thriving community.’ 

‘And Simon and Simon are no pikers, sir,’ his partner said, 
staring with equal severity. ‘ If the place is right, the price will 
be right — yes, sir.' 

‘So we’ll take a look round this afternoon. We’ll be waiting 
for you at the Red Lion — say, at half-past two this afternoon — ’ 

‘Only time we have, Alderman. Take it or leave it. If you 
want to do business with Simon and Simon, you’ll be there 
with an automobile right on the dot at half-past two.’ 

They gave the wretched Fishblick no opportunity to cut in. 
‘Simon and Simon. Total assets five-and-a-half million dollars. 
Golliwogs and Teddy Bears round the world. See you at half- 
past two.’ 

‘Boy,’ cried Jennings as they joined us in the pub, ‘the 
poor guy’s nuts. When we left him, he didn’t know what to 
say or where to begin.’ 

‘And there’ll be hell to pay at tomorrow morning’s City 
Council meeting,’ said Johnson. ‘He’ll rate a headline or I’m 
Lilian Russell. And mine’s a Scott h, Tommy.’ 

It was decided that the Indian Box should be Opened, at 
the second house on Thursday, not during our act but at the 
end of Tommy’s, after he had taken his call. So then, on we 
went: Uncle Nick still as Ganga Dun, Tommy and Julie, Perks 
of Smedley and Jones carrying the Indian Box, and I without 
costume and make-up, back in my best suit. We had a full 
house, and indeed business had been better ever since we 
announced the stunt, Mr Puff having given us some publicity 
every evening. Under Uncle Nick’s careful direction, we had 
worked out in advance everything that had to be done on the 
stage. 

Tommy began. ‘Ladies, Gentlemen and Friends, this is 
Mr Perks of Smedley and Jones, and he’s here to testify that 
the Magic Box — there it is — has been in his possession — or 
> Smedley’s or Jones’s — ever since it was locked, coided and 
sealed in plain view on Tuesday afternoon, and that Ganga 
Dun has never been near it. That’s right, isn’t it, Mr Perks? ’ 

After clearing his throat rather desperately, Perk p said that it 
was. 

Julie now explained how Ganga Dun had accepted the 
challenge to place in the Box, on Tuesday morning, papers on 
which would be written headlines appearing in tonight’s final 

142 



edition of the Evening Mail. ‘If he’s done it, I can’t imagine how,’ 
she concluded. ‘But wc do know he hasn’t been near the Box 
since Tuesday morning. I’ll now ask Mr Perks and Mr Hern- 
castle, Ganga Dun’s assistant, to break the seals and untie the 
cords.’ 

Perks and I did this, slowly and solemnly. Perks was now 
breaking into a sweat, and I couldn’t help feeling uneasy and 
anxious, in spite of my confidence in Uncle Nick. If the trick 
didn’t work — and it was still a mystery to me how it could work 
— Burmanley might begin to throw things at us. 

It was now my turn to speak. For the last half hour I had 
been muttering to myself what I had to say. ‘I will now ask 
Ganga Dun to hand me the key, and, to guard against any 
possible deception, ladies and gentlemen, I will give the key 
to Mr Perks so that he can open the box.’ I went across and 
bowed gravely to Uncle Nick, who ceremoniously produced the 
large ornamental key. I held it high as I crossed the stage to 
Perks. He opened the box and took out of it three pieces of thin 
paper, which he smoothed out in order to read what was written 
on them. But Tommy, who wasn’t a star for nothing, grabbed 
them and 1 rad out the three headlines. The first was something 
about Lloyd George, the second about the price of turkeys, and 
the tlxiid, which raised a great yell of laughter, said Angry Scene 
at Council Meeting: Alderman Fishbluk Again. As they were still 
laughing and cheering, Tommy handed the three sheets to 
Perks, for him to confirm that these were the headlines w'ritten 
on them. Perks nodded vigorously, but couldn’t make himself 
heard. Uncle Nick moved forward a pace or two, to take a bow, 
and w r as applauded, but then signalled for the curtain to come 
down. I could see that he was furious. 

‘Why the devil did row have to interfere?’ he demanded of 
Tommy angrily. ‘I’d arranged for this chap Perks to read them 
out.’ 

‘Much better for me to do it, old boy. Hc‘d never have got 
that big laugh on Fishface.’ 

‘You look after your laughs, and let me look after my tricks. 
Most of ’em out there think the headlines weren’t on those three 
sheets, that you were just rcmembeiing tonight’s headlines.’ 

‘Oh — I don’t think so, Nick old boy,’ said Tommy airily. 

‘You don’t think at all, that’s your trouble,’ Uncle Nick 
growled, and went striding off. 

‘Now, now, now!’ And Tomjny hurried after him. 
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Julie and I went up to our dressing-rooms together, taking 
our time and keeping close. ‘But, Dick darling, how on earth 
did he do it? I mean, those really were the headlines, weren’t 
they? And there they were in the box, and I’m sure little Mr 
Perks didn’t cheat. But how could Nick have known what they’d 
be, I mean, on Tuesday morning? He can’t really tell the future, 
can he?’ 

And I think that if I’d said he could, so long as I’d looked and 
sounded solemn, she wouldn’t have contradicted me. Though 
no fool, Julie had the deeply feminine desire to defy rationality, 
logic, evidence, and to welcome any sign of the unpredictable, 
the marvellous, the miraculous. I have come to believe that 
this is a good and not a bad thing in woman, helping to prevent 
us from being imprisoned by our rationality and our theories 
of causc-and-efl'ect. But I couldn’t accept Uncle Nick as a seer, 
and told her so. ‘It’s a trick — and one that Uncle Nick has 
a contempt for — but how it’s worked, I don’t know yet.’ 

‘I’m madly curious, darling.’ She stopped and came closer 
still. ‘Will you promise to tell me as soon as you know?’ 

‘No, Julie, I won’t.’ 

‘You wretched boy! The first thing I ever ask *you to do 
for me — and you say No-oh, Joolie, Ah won't. Very well, I 
won’t tell you about those people in Nottingham — for next 
week. You remember?’ 

‘Yes, of course. The people I’m to stay with. But listen, Julie, 
I made a solemn promise to Uncle Nick never to explain to 
anybody his tricks and illusions. It’s his living, Julie, and mine 
too just now. Do you want me to break solemn promises?’ 

She laughed. ‘Certainly, so long as you didn’t make them to 
me. All right, darling, I’ll forgive you. And here’s their name 
and address.’ The folded paper seemed to come out of her 
waist belt. ‘You needn’t write to them unless you’ve decided 
not to go — ’ 

‘Of course I haven’t. That’s where I’m going.’ 

‘Don’t bother writing then. They’re expecting you. And I 
hope you’ll be expecting me — unless we're out of luck — some 
time on Christmas Day. No, darling, come on. Tommy’ll be 
wondering what’s become of me.’ 

When I reached Uncle Nick’s dressing-room, he was telling 
a couple of young reporters to go away. When they had gone 
and he began changing, he said: ‘They even wanted me to 
tell ’em how it was done. Young twerps! I didn’t invent the 
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trick and I don’t think much of it, but I’m not making a present 
of it to the newspapers. Let ’em work it out for themselves. 
I had to after I first saw it.’ 

‘Julie Blane was asking me to tell her how it was done,’ I 
remarked, with the best casual air I could manage. 

‘Tommy may have put her up to it. What did you say, lad?’ 

‘That I didn’t know how you did it, and that even if I did 
know, I wouldn’t tell her. I’d made a solemn promise, I said.’ 

‘Good for you. Though God knows what she’d worm out of 
you, if both of you had your pants off. Watch that one, lad. 
By the way, the management sent this bottle round.’ He was 
now pouring out champagne for us both. ‘And it’s the least 
they could do, seeing as how I’ve been working overtime for 
’em. And I hate doing that Box txick. It’s too bloody cheeky 
and it’s got no stvlc to it. I wouldn’t put my name to it.’ 
He half-emptied his glass, then looked at me. ‘Just think 
carefully, lad, weigh it all up, and then if you can’t tell me how 
it’s done, you oughtn’t to be woiking in my act. Take your 
time.’ 

I did. He’d finished changing and had tidied up — Uncle 
Nick was very tidy and he refused to employ a ‘dresser’, 
though he could well afford one — before we spoke again. 
‘Well, lad, what’s the verdict?’ 

‘It must be the key, Uncle Nick. There’s no other explan- 
ation.’ 

‘ Quite right. I look at the headlines, write three of ’em on 
special thin paper. The three sheets are rolled up and inserted 
into the key. When the key unlocks the box it also shoots out 
the rolled paper, so by the time the lid’s lifted, there arc your 
headlines, waiting indde the box. There’s a neat little spring 
inside the key, a nice job, otherwise the whole bloody thing’s 
childish.’ He gave himself some more champagne. ‘Keep this 
to yourself, lad, but I’m just beginning to get an idea— and 
I’ve done no work on it yet — for an effect that could really 
give ’em the creeps. But I’ll need another dwarf. However, 
it’ll probably take months to get it right,’ he ended, quite 
happily. 

I remember thinking then — and it shows how my mind was 
working — that the sooner he concentrated on this two-dwarf 
effect, the better it would be for Julie and me. Perhaps the luck 
was running our way. 

On Saturday I told him and Cissie that I wouldn’t be sharing 
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their digs in Nottingham because I’d already arranged to stay 
with some people I knew there. He didn’t care, but Cissie was 
disappointed. ‘Oh — Dick, I did hope we’d all be together for 
Christmas.’ 

‘Don’t start that, girl,’ Uncle Nick told her. ‘I hate Christ- 
mas.’ 

‘Nick, you don’t.’ 

‘I do. It’s all so stupid.’ 

‘But what about the kiddies?’ 

‘ What about the kiddies ?’ It was brutal mimicry. ‘Well, what 
about ’em? They like Christmas because they get tilings given. 
They’d like any other time when they got things given. Middle 
of April — end of October — any time. The rest of us are just 
diddled by the shopkeepers, who raise their prices because 
they’re so full of the Christmas spirit of goodwill and peace to 
all men. I had a Christmas card today — all about old friend- 
ship and loving thoughts by the fireside — from the biggest 
rogue of an agent I’ve ever had to deal with. No, don’t talk 
to me about Christmas, girl. I’ll endure it, but I’in damned if 
I’ll enjoy it. I earn a living by deceiving other people, but I 
don’t have to deceive myself.* 


5 

I liked the look of Nottingham, which I’d never visited 
before, and the weather there was better than what we’d had 
in Sheffield and Burmanley. And Julie’s friends, Alfred and Rose 
Bentwood, gave me the best room I’d had, quite big, with 
plenty of space around its double bed, well-carpeted and wdth 
a fine new gasfire. It was of course their guest room, and, 
though I insisted upon paying for it, they w r ere really doing me 
a favour at Julie’s request. Before she married, Rose had been 
on the stage, playing small parts. Alfred Bentwood had a 
comfortable job with some wholesale tobacconist. They were 
both about forty, both round and jolly, great theatre-and- 
party-goers, probably always welcome because they would 
laugh at anything and laugh nearly as much at nothing. When 
I first met them, rather late on Sunday night, they laughed so 
much I thought there must be something odd about my appear- 
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ance, my fly must be unbuttoned or something; but then I soon 
realised they laughed like that all the time. They were kind and 
generous; there was plenty of food and drink in the house, and 
you could help yourself to anything, day and night; and they 
were fun to be with for half-an-hour or so, but after that 
you began to feel there was too much laughing. Julie came out 
to tea on the Monday — she and Tommy were staying at the 
Flying Horse down in the Poultry — but we’d only opportunity 
and time for some quick clutching and kissing before I had to 
leave for the first house. 

If this had been an ordinary week, I think I would have 
enjoyed Nottingham and staying with the Bentwoods. But it 
was Christmas week, with Christmas Day itself on Thursday 
(and I apologise for so much always happening on Thursdays 
in these reminiscences, but that’s how it was, so I can’t help 
h), and because it was Christmas week, eveiytliing was different 
and somehow wrong. I suppose I felt we ought not to have been 
there, at least not until Boxing Day. The audiences were small 
and were mostly thinking about something else, presents or 
parties. Uncle Nick especially hated it — though he liked 
Nottingham in the ordinary way — and cut the Vanishing 
Cyclist out of the act because he said the audiences didn’t 
deserve it. At the second house on Wednesday, Christmas Eve, 
Tommy was almost rolling drunk but I must admit, for I went 
down to watch the act, he was also very very funny. As for 
Jennings and Johnson, they were gently stewed all the 
week. 

However, homeless though we were — and felt — we did our 
best, and scurried around the crowded shops buying presents. 
I bought some cigars for Uncle Nick, a scarf for Cissic, some old 
malt whisky for Jennings and Johnson, and a brooch I couldn’t 
really afford for Julie. I kept thinking about sending a wire to 
Nancy, at the Theatre Royal, Plymouth, because for some 
reason or other, and in spite of Julie, I couldn’t drive her out 
of my mind, especially on Wednesday, but in the end I didn’t. 
I also kept wondering what was going to happen on Christmas 
Day, when of course we wouldn’t be playing and the whole 
town would be shuttered and turned away from us. I knew the 
Bentwoods were going out for the day, to laugh their heads off 
with relatives; and up to Christmas Eve Julie hadn’t told me 
what she was doing but had merely smiled and looked 
mysterious and murmured something about being patient. 
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By the second house on Wednesday I was beginning to feel 
rather desperate about it. 

But then — and perhaps the whole thing was her doing — 
Julie came round during the interval and invited us to a 
Christmas dinner Tommy was giving at the Flying Horse. 
Uncle Nick, Cissie and I, Jennings and Johnson and Ricarlo, 
were being invited from our show, and there would also be 
some people Tommy knew who were playing in the pantomime. 

‘I’m glad about this, Julie,’ I whispered at my dressing- 
room door. I had a small dressing-room to myself, that week. 
‘But is it going to be any good to us?’ 

‘I think it might, darling. And I’ll give you a signal when I 
think you ought to leave. Oh — and don’t eat and drink too 
much.’ And her laugh floated back as she hurried away. 

A little scene in Uncle Nick’s dressing-room, later that night, 
made me realise once again what an unpredictable character 
he was. We’d been talking about putting back the Vanishing 
Cyclist for Boxing Day, when I stopped a moment and then 
suddenly exclaimed: ‘I’m a fool — and a mean fool at that.’ 

‘Now what is it, lad?’ 

‘It’s Sam and Ben and Barney. Y’know, uncle, unless some- 
thing’s going wrong, 1 never think of them as themselves during 
the act. And this week they’re not dressing with me. So I’ve 
forgotten all about them. Not asked them what they’re doing 
for Christmas. Not bought them anything. And now it’s too 
late.’ 

‘It might have been but for me,’ said Uncle Nick dryly. 
‘They’ll do all right at their digs. I’ve asked. I’ve also sent ’em 
a big hamper — everything in it they could want — and it has 
your name on it as well as mine. Cissie’s too, of course.’ 

‘Oh — that’s wonderful. What a relief!’ 

‘I date say. But you should think, lad. Keep things in mind, 
the way I do. And now I’ll trouble you for half a sovereign, 
Mr Herncastle, for your share of the hamper.’ 

‘All right, Uncle Nick. Here’s your ten shillings. But would 
you have asked for it if I’d said nothing?’ 

‘No. Never a word.’ 

I laughed. ‘So if I’d never mentioned Sam and Ben and 
Barney, I’d have saved ten shillings.’ 

‘That’s right, lad.’ 

‘You’d have paid my share out of your own pocket — ’ 

‘I would. But you’d have gone down in my estimation, 
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don’t forget, Richard. And my esteem ought to be worth ten 
bob to you — ’ 

‘Yes, of course. But I must say, Uncle Nick, you’re not an 
easy man to understand — ’ 

‘That’s because I’m sensible through and through. And 
thoroughly sensible chaps like me are getting rare.’ And he 
didn’t say this with a smile; he meant it. ‘ Most of you now are 
more or less barmy. Well, I’m not. Oh — and watch yourself 
tomorrow at this dinner of Tommy’s.’ 

‘Why should I? What d’you mean?’ 

‘Don’t come it, lad. I mean Miss Julie Blanc. Do you think 
nobody noticed you, week before last, at Sheffield? Cissie’s 
got no sense but she has sharp eyes and ears. And I don’t miss 
much. Now, lad, none of that tomorrow. We want a Merry 
Christmas, not trouble.’ 

‘I thought you didn’t believe in Merry Christmases.’ 

‘I don't. We’re mostly just kidding ourselves. But I know 
about trouble, and I don’t want any of it. So watch where 
your hands go tomorrow, lad.’ 

I got up late on Christmas morning, had nothing but tea 
and a slice of toast, admired the presents that the Bentwoods 
had given each other, and saw them go off, laden with fancy 
packages and still laughing heartily, to spend the rest of the 
day at his brother’s out Trent Bridge way. This was about 
noon. We’d been told to be at the Flying Horse at one o’clock, 
so I spent half-an-hour putting my presents together and then 
taking down the bits of holly and pink paper-chains that Mrs 
Bentwood had put up in my room: they didn’t seem right for 
it, somehow. The day was cold and might soon be colder, so 
I left the gasfire on, but not at full, and put a saucer of water in 
front of it so that the room wouldn’t seem too dry when I came 
back. I couldn’t escape the feeling that something important 
was going to happen in that room before the day was done. 

Off I went, carrying my presents and walking rather slowly 
because I had plenty of time, turning into North and then South 
Sherwood Street, on my way down to the Poultry. I was in two 
moods that ought to have cancelled out, but they didn’t. 
Either they stayed on two different levels or I oscillated between 
them. With the first, I was sharply expectant and rather excited. 
After all I was on my way to what would probably be a lively 
and rich Christmas dinner, in a famous old pub, and Julie 
would be there, and anything might happen, then or afterwards. 
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Julie glittered among these hopeful thoughts like the fairy on 
top of a Christmas tree. In the second mood I felt empty and 
sad. I may have been influenced by the Christmas morning 
look of the place, the blank-faced and muffled streets, the way 
in which the town seemed to turn its back on me, after telling 
me it was at home and I was homeless. All that may explain why 
I kept feeling empty and sad. But I believe now there was some- 
thing else, nothing to do with the day and the place but entirely 
concerned with this Julie affair. I believe that just before I 
really began this affair I had a foretaste of what the end would 
be. 

Fourteen of us sat down to dinner. Added to our eight were 
a Principal Boy (buxom, foity), Principal Gixl (all curls and 
dimples), Fairy Queen (big, blonde, wonderful for Ricarlo), 
Demon King (oldish baritone, all eyebrows and blue chin), 
and the Broker’s Men, the comical Bcgby Brothers (small, any 
age, battered faces), all of course from the pantomime. My 
place at the table was between Cissie and the Fairy Queen 
sitting across from Tommy and Julie. I asked Julie where poor 
old Courtenay was, but she shook her head and frowned at me; 
I guessed that he was out of favour with Tommy. fSo was I, 
but I learnt afterwards that Julie wangled my invitation by 
telling Tommy that after all I w as Nick’s nephew and that Nick 
wouldn’t come if I couldn’t.) We’d already exchanged our 
presents while w r e were di inking pink gins or sherry-and- 
bitters. Uncle Nick gave me a wonderful assortment of water- 
colours and brushes; Cissie had two ties for me; and Jennings 
and Johnson, in exchange for my old malt whisky, handed me a 
case with three fine pipes in it; but all I exchanged with Julie 
was a quick whisper that we’d do our piescnt-giving later. 
Then we sat down to an enormous amount of food and drink. 
The women — except Julie, who always kept her own cool style 
in public — were at first immensely ladylike though deter- 
minedly winsome and eyelash-fluttering but then, as the wine 
and whisky went down and crackers were pulled and paper 
hats donned at all angles, they loosened up, read out fortunes 
and riddles from the crackers, screamed with laughter as the 
jokes of the comedians became broader and broader. Uncle 
Nick, his cigar alight and now into his second bottle of cham- 
pagne, wrapped three little toys from crackers in coloured paper, 
rolled the tiny parcel between his hands, then opened it to 
show us that the toys had changed into a packet of cigarettes. 
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Ricarlo, to please the Fairy Queen, juggled with a fork and a 
spoon and four unpullcd crackers. Tommy kept putting on 
different paper hats and making speeches to fit them, and he 
was very funny until he became too noisy and incoherent. 
Jennings and Johnson, finding vaguely appropriate hats, did 
an act as a Nevada Sheriff and a Red Indian. Julie and I 
laughed and clapped with the rest, but every time our glances 
met I knew that, like me, she wasn’t really there and one of 
them. Then Tommy, attempting a vast gesture, tipped his 
i hair back and fell with it and had to be helped to his feet by 
Uncle Nick and Hank Jennings; but, glassy-eyed and babbling, 
he insisted upon being given another drink. By this time, 
eveiybody was leaving the table. I caught a look from Julie, 
and in the movement and confusion I slipped out unnoticed. 

Remembciing what Julie had said, I'd not eaten too much 
but I had drunk my share of Burgundy, and I was feeling 
neither empty nor sad as I walked at a smart pace back to the 
Bentwoods’, clutching my presents. I went straight up to my 
room, turned up the gasfirc, drew the curtains, and tried a few 
different lighting effects. The Bentwoods had electric lights — 
and in 1913 a lot of people still hadn’t— and had plenty of 
them; my room had a ceiling cluster, draped in yellow silk, and 
six pink-shaded bulbs on the walls; so that it was possible to 
try various effects. I unpacked Uncle Nick’s watercolour gear 
but I felt too lcstlcss to examine it and gloat over it; and any- 
body w r ho wants to find a touch of symbolism there may do so. 
I put on my slippers, had a wash, tried on one of the tics that 
Gissie had given me, and didn’t like it. All the time of course 
1 was wondering if and when Julie would come. The thought 
that I might wait hours and hours, all for nothing in the end, 
was unbearable. Yet if I’d suddenly had a definite message to 
say she couldn’t come, I could have borne it, I might even have 
felt relieved. If this seems inconsistent, I can’t help it; that is 
how I felt. I padded around, picked up things and put them 
down without looking at them, went out to the head of the 
stairs several times, and generally slowed time up by not trying 
to pass it in some sensible w-ay. I kept on looking at my watch, 
of course, though there was no point in knowing whether it was 
now twenty-past four or half-past, and anyhow I told myself 
that my watch wasn’t reliable, which indeed it wasn’t. And then, 
just as I’d almost decided she couldn’t be coming, I heard the 
front door open and I rushed downstairs. 
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After we'd embraced and kissed and she began taking off 
her outdoor things, she said: ‘Did it seem ages, darling? I 
left the very first moment I could. Tommy had to be carted 
to bed not very long after you left, but then I had to make sure 
he was fast asleep. And of course I had to walk here.’ 

‘And now I can give you your present, Julie.’ And I gave her 
the brooch. 

‘But it’s lovely,’ she cried. ‘A lovely old piece.’ 

‘Spanish Eighteenth Century,’ I told her proudly. 

‘Darling, could you afford it?’ 

‘No, but I did.’ 

‘Sweet.’ She kissed me. ‘Now here’s what I got for you. 
I noticed you hadn’t one.’ It was a wrist-watch, not common 
then as they became later, duiing the war; a fine one too; 
I was delighted. Then after I’d thanked and kissed her, she 
said: ‘I hope your room’s warm. It’s bitter outside, and it’s 
rather cold down here.’ 

‘I’ve been warming my room for hours, Julie. You’ll 
see.’ 

‘I’ll do that now. Give me five minutes, darling, then come 
up. And bring some whisky and glasses. If you lirfVen’t any 
whisky, take the Bentwoods’ — Rose won’t mind. But five 
minutes, please, darling.’ 

It was exactly six-and-a-half minutes, by my new watih, 
when I tapped on the door of my room with the whisky boult , 
out of which I’d already had a nip, and then walked in, noi 
quite knowing what to expect. She was standing there com- 
pletely naked. 

Something happened then that was never to happen again. 
For several moments, while she smiled and kept silent and I 
never spoke a word, I took in her beauty as I might have done 
that of a landscape or a noble picture, outside desire, without 
wanting to possess her. Nowadays we live in a world of nudes 
and semi-nudes, of tanned arms and shoulders, calves and 
thighs, so often exposed and browned that their skin seems like 
a kind of clothing; but then, when women were covered from 
top to toe, a nakedness like this was an extraordinary revela- 
tion, as if a living statue, pearly, opalescent, faint’y glowing, 
had miraculously stepped out of the dark huddle of clothes. 
And Julie really was beautiful in her nakedness. Below the 
loosened dark hair and the delicate, slightly ravaged face, her 
body was full, almost opulent; the firm half-globes of her 
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breasts a surprise after those hollowed cheeks; her thighs 
magnificent above the rounded knees, very feminine and having 
a kind of touching innocence, that she was keeping pressed to- 
gether; and I had time even to wonder why painters could have 
offered us a sort of pinkish pulp instead of that dark triangle of 
pubic hair which gave the intricate pale rose-and-gold model- 
ling of the body the final sharp accent it needed. And if all 
this seems too detached and cold-blooded for a normally sexed 
youth of twenty, seeing for the first time a mature woman who 
had just undressed herself for him, I can’t help it, for that is 
how it was, though of course this pure seeing, this detachment 
belonging to the painter in me, only lasted a few moments. 

Then she moved, and I moved faster, and we were kissing 
wildly, and my clothes were coming off, and already she was 
beginning to moan. This very first act of love didn’t last long, 
and I chiefly remember being overwhelmed, almost terrified, 
in my fumbling inexperience, by the force and depth of her 
sexuality, which nothing I had known up to then had led me to 
expect, so that I didn’t feel I was having Julie Blane but had 
been suddenly pulled into a huge strange world, or perhaps an 
ocean, of moaning and frenzied flesh, of pleasure that was also 
pain, and back into a time before names had been given or 
personality had emerged. 

We sprawled in glistening exhaustion near the fire, had some 
whisky and smoked for a while. She wanted to tell me some- 
thing and yet didn’t really want to talk, so what came out was 
in broken bits, which I had to piece together as best I could, 
though I was in no mood to start doing any detective work on 
her intimate life. But I gathered that the man she had lived with, 
the one who had left her, had been a wonderful lover, and that 
now for months, with Tommy, she had been existing in an 
atmosphere of terrible sexual frustration because Tommy could 
neither leave sex alone nor come to any terms with it, so that 
she was for ever being excited and yet denied any real satis- 
faction. But then she told me not to move and went padding 
out of the room. After a few minutes she came back with a 
towel and sponge, and very carefully, tenderly, as if I were 
precious, she wiped my face and other parts of me; and then, 
slowly at first, with a touch here, a pressure there, until not only 
hands but lips and tongues went exploring, she brought me 
by intensely pleasurable degrees into yet another strange world, 
a kind of Oriental garden of deeply sexual sensuality. And then 

*53 



on the bed we made love again, this time more slowly and for 
me altogether more consciously, so that now I no longer felt 
overwhelmed, almost terrified, but held my own with her, 
reaching the climax when she did. But even so, it was still 
curiously impersonal, anonymous, not Richard Herncastle 
lying with Julie Blanc, but a man having a woman. 

It was now more than time for her to go, as she realised 
in some alarm. She was quite ready to walk back to the hotel 
by herself but I wouldn’t have that, and I dressed quickly 
while she put on her clothes in the bathroom, and I was ready 
long before she was. On the way bark to the Poultry, she held 
on to my arm and sometimes pressed herself close to me, but 
said very little beyond ‘Darling, it was heaven — wasn’t it?’ 
and a few other tender Darling remarks. Women hav“ often 
complained that it was their bodies that men loved, not them 
themselves, but here the situation was reversed, for I couldn’t 
help feeling that at the moment it was the body, to which she 
was still ttying to keep as close as possible, that held all her 
tender interest, and not the owner of it, me, Dick Herncastle. 
I felt instinctively that wc ought to have been talking eagerly 
about ourselves, and we weren’t, were hardly sayirft^ a word, 
and somehow I felt this was wrong. We stopped just out of sight 
of the hotel entrance, kissed briefly, then parted. 

I was beginning to fcvrl exhausted on my way back to the 
Bentwoods’. Once again, as in the morning, I seemed to be not 
in one state of mind but two, working on different levels. On 
top was the usual exultation of the predatory young male', the 
primordial game hunter crowing to himself, for hadn’t I just 
had, twice, Julie Blanc, ready to take any risk to moan and cry 
and shudder with ecstasy in my arms? What about Dick 
Herncastle now? What about Tommy Beamish, who couldn’t 
begin to satisfy her, or Uncle Nick, perfunctoiily making do 
with poor Cissie Mapes? Young Richard Nobody could now 
show these star men a thing or two, couldn’t he? And a good 
deal more of that stuff bouncing about on that top superficial 
level. But when it stopped bouncing and glittering and 1 sank 
down to the lower level, I was not only conscious of my exhaus- 
tion but also of a huge vague sadness. I’d had — in Uncle Nick’s 
term — my ‘greens’, but down there nothing seemed to be 
green and growing. I wasn’t more myself than I’d been twelve 
hours ago; somehow, for all the crowing on top, I was less. I’d 
suddenly discovered what it was all about — no question of that 
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— yet now that it was over, and here I was walking alone wearily 
through the Christmas night, what was it all about? 

The Bentwoods weren’t back, still laughing themselves 
sick somewhere, and I went straight up to my room, too warm, 
too close, now, and smelling not only of whisky and tobacco 
but also of sex, a kind of fishy smell, as if we had only to tumble 
and grapple with each other with sufficient energy and en- 
thusiasm to return to the ocean from which our remotest 
ancestors once emerged. I drew the curtains and opened a 
couple of windows and the door, until the bitter night air was 
too much for me. Then I lit a pipe and carefully and lovingly 
spread out the watercolours and brushes that Uncle Nick, in 
his unpredictable fashion, had so carefully chosen for me, and 
then gloated over them. Perhaps because I had last used paints 
and brushes in Nancy’s company, and perhaps lor other and 
more mysterious reasons, she kept popping into my mind, 
though I tried to keep her out and actually hadn’t any clear 
image of her, only a strong idea of her as a person. Then I 
suddenly felt hungry, took what was left of the whisky down- 
stairs and foraged for some food, finally eating a tongue 
sandwich and three mince-pies. I went to bed early and read 
for some time, and I had turned out my light and was just 
drifting off to sleep when I heard the Bentwoods come past my 
door, still laughing. 

Next morning, after Alfred Bentw'ood and I had washed up 
and cleared away the breakfast things and I had left him to 
check his booze and glasses (they were giving a Boxing Day 
party that night), I went up to my room and found Rose just 
finishing making the bed. She gave me a merry look. ‘I didn’t 
want to say anything when Alf was there,’ she said, ‘but I 
think you enjoyed yourself all right yesterday, didn’t you? 
I mean, you didn’t really mind having the house to yourself, 
did you?’ 

‘Well— not really — no,’ I replied uncertainly, not returning 
her look. 

‘And I’ll bet you didn’t, you naughty boy! And don’t think 
I can’t tell what you were up to. When it comes to some things, 
I’m Sherlock Holmes, I am.’ 

Dodging this approach, I said: ‘Oh — Mrs Bentwood — 
Rose — I took some of your whisky. I’m sorry — but I’ll pay you 
back — ’ 

‘No, you won’t, my lad. It was in a good cause.* And then 

155 



she screamed with laughter. I had to laugh with her but I 
think I had a kind of vision — in which she was the fat shaking 
symbolic image — of an immense, bawdy and untiring female- 
ness. And ‘just to show there’s no ill feeling’ she said, she gave 
me a smacking wettish kiss. 
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Up to now I’ve taken it all slowly and carefully, week by week, 
but though I have the dates and the places in the diaiy I kept -- 
opening at Leicester on December 29th, Birmingham on Jan- 
uary 5th, Bristol the 12th— now it is rather like a film that has 
slipped out of its sprockets and goes racing and blurring. Lor 
this is more or less how it was, once I had taken Julie. I wanted 
her, as she did me, and nothing else matteied at all. I did the 
work I had to do, and I think not badly, though both Uncle 
Nick and Cissie were beginning to give me some imious looks; 
I moved into one set of digs after another, tlnough*onc stage 
door after another, had an occasional drink with Jennings and 
Johnson and smiled at their endless reminiscent cs, took tiams 
or walked along strange wintry stieets, put on my make-up 
and wiped it off again; but all in a long meaningless dieam. 
Any painting was impossible anyhow', of course, but I never 
even went near an art gallery, telling myself the light was not 
good enough. I existed only to make love to Julie, though in 
fact it wasn't love we w'ere making; in a real sense w r c weien’t 
lovers at all; we w'erc fanatical conspirators and two peoph 
sharing the same fever. 

The burning question that roared above a plain of dust and 
ashes was — how' and where were we to find a place to make 
love in? That’s all I cared about, and if anything she was more 
desperate than I was, more determined and ingenious, and, 
considering the risk she ran, more incautious. The hasty en- 
counters we contrived, night after night backstage, always 
reduced to a few whispers and inflaming touches, only made us 
more desperate. At the end of the Nottingham week and the 
beginning of the one at Leicester, a sullen town we all hated, 
she was in no state to make love, as she frankly told me, but 
after that of course it was all much worse. On the Wednesday 
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night, New Year’s Eve, we took a chance that would have 
seemed to us sheer lunacy even a week before. She and Tommy 
were going to a party some of his Leicester pantomime fiiends 
were giving, and she delayed her changing, saying that she 
had a headache, until Tommy, who was always impatient to 
get to any party, went off without her. I had a little drcssing- 
100m of my own that week and I waited in there, after telling 
Uncle Nick and Cissie — and I was sharing digs again with 
them, couldn’t get out of it — that I wanted to finish a sketch 
I’d been doing; and then she came along as soon as she was sure 
that Tommy had gone, and I locked the door, and w'e began 
making love of a levciish and furtive sort in that messy little 
place, and in the middle of it the (woman, going his rounds, 
knocked at the door, and when 1 answeud him he wished me 
‘A Happy New Year’ and seemed to hang about, probably 
hoping for a tip. This left us half-undicssed, incapable of en- 
joying each other, compelled to be silent, and wondering when 
it w’ould be safe (or Julie to sne.ik out. Never again, we said. 

I was just in time to bolt my supper at the digs before 
Uncle Nick, who could be sin pi isingly < ciemonious on occasion, 
filled thice glasses with champagne and asked Cissie and me to 
stand up and be ready to chink a toast 10 the New Year. Our 
signal would be the midnight chimes. 

‘Well, Cissie, Richaid — heie’s to Nmctecn-lomteen, and 
mav it biing us at least half what we want.’ Cissie, ready to 
ciy, kissed him. I shook his hand. Thcrt were vague sounds 
of levclry outside; even Liiccstd could celebrate the anival 
of 1914. 

‘Nick, why shouldn’t wc ask (or everything we w , ant. r> ’ 
Cissie was quite serious. 

‘Unreasonable,’ Uncle Nick told her, not altogether face- 
tiously. ‘Ask too much and you might not get a dam’ thing, 
girl.’ 

‘I didn’t know' you w’ere superstition*’.’ This was from me. 

He was lighting a cigar. ‘I’m not.’ After a puff 01 two: 
‘But it pays to be reasonable — even when you’re moving into 
an area where you can’t make a plan and it’s all unpredictable. 
Now you two get off to bed — and I don’t mean the same bed — 
because I want to start the New Year by having a smoke over 
that two-dwarf illusion.’ 

On the landing above, Cissie suddenly stopped and gave me 
a kiss. ‘Happy New Year, Dick!’ Then she looked at me with 
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narrowed eyes and spoke in a whisper. ‘I know what you’ve 
been doing. I can smell her perfume. And he knows there’s 
something going on, though I shan’t tell him, even if he asks me. 
But you’re a very silly boy, Dick. We’ve all warned you.’ 

They had too, of course; but then it had been too early for 
warnings; now it was too late. We managed better in Birming- 
ham, where Julie knew a woman who was manageress of a 
shop, and we spent two afternoons, all she dared to snatch 
from Tommy, in this woman’s back bedroom, making wild 
love. For Bristol I got an address from Ricarlo, who had stayed 
there before, and while he kept the landlady talking and laugh- 
ing in the kitchen on Tuesday afternoon, I was able to smuggle 
Julie in and out of my room; and Friday afternoon was easier 
still, for Ricarlo took the landlady to the cinema. And around 
these events Bristol itself was just a city in a huge vague dream. 

If I had been free of this fever and we had not been in the 
dead of winter, I might have enjoyed Bristol, with its ships 
in the centre of the city, their masts showing above shops and 
trams, and without this obsession and in more friendly weather, 
I could have done some good sketching there. But what with 
trying to satisfy our appetite for each other, the* letting it 
grow in the imagination, then wondering where we could go 
next and exchanging hasty whispers backstage about new plots 
and plans, we became more and more like feverish fanatical 
conspirators, with all zest gone for ordinary living, through 
which I passed— and here I can’t speak for Julie — like a sort 
of zombie. 

But then a talk with Uncle Nick suddenly brightened and 
sharpened the whole dim picture of our touring life. I’d 
joined him in his diessing-room between the houses on Saturday 
night at Bristol. ‘I don’t know what’s happening to you, lad,’ 
he began, with more severity in his eyes than in his voice. 
‘But half the time you look as if you’d found tuppence and lost 
a shilling. What is it?’ 

‘It’s the winter, I think, uncle — the dark days, not being 
able to look at things, to take out my sketchbook — having that 
wonderful watercolour set you gave me and not being able to 
use it.’ 

This satisfied him. Though he had no interest in painting 
himself, he always treated my ambition with respect, possibly 
because he associated it with his devotion to his own art of 
elaborate deception, for he saw this as an art and not just 
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something that enabled him to earn a good living. *1 was on 
the telephone this morning to Joe Bosenby — you remember 
him — my agent — you didn’t like him.’ 

‘No, I didn’t, though I’d no idea you knew I didn’t.’ 

‘I notice things, lad. Matter of fact, I don’t like him myself, 
and he doesn’t like me, though you’d never guess it to hear us 
talking. Anyhow, Joe’s got everything lined up again. And this 
is how it goes. We play Plymouth next week, Dcvonport really, 
but it sounds better if you call it Plymouth. Then, Portsmouth 
and Southsea. Bad dates, both of ’em, in my opinion — too 
many sailors, half-pisscd. But there it is. Then we have a week 
out — February 2 nd.’ 

‘You mean we’re not playing anywhere?’ I didn’t know 
whether to be glad or sorry. Tommy might take Julie away with 
him, though of course if he didn’t then we could have the week 
to ourselves. But what about money? 

It was as if I’d a^ked the question aloud. ‘If you’re worried 
about money, lad, you needn’t be. I’ll pay you for that week 
out, and then the next eight w'eeks, when we’ll be in London 
playing the suburban Empires, I’ll raise you to seven-pound 
ten, because it'll cost you more to live in London.’ 

‘Thanks, Uncle Nick. 1 can see it might, though I don’t 
know' anything about London — ’ 

‘You can find out during that week out. Get yourself fixed 
up somewhere for the next eight weeks. You change halls 
but not digs in London. I alw'avs stay at the same place in 
Brixton — old friends of mine, lie’s a retired illusionist, Dutch- 
man — name of Van Daman, married to a Freni h woman, 
topnotch cook — best digs in England for me. Cissic’s going home 
(or the week out, then staying there, il she tan stick it, while 
we’re in London. I’m going over to Paris during the week out. 
There’s a French illusionist I want to see and might do some 
business w'ith. Anything else I can tell you, lad?’ 

‘Just one thing, uncle. Arc w t c all still on the same bill 
in London?’ 

‘Oh — no. Tommy Beamish doesn’t w'ant me on the bill, 
and I don’t want him. I stay bottom of the bill, and we’ll have 
various stars at the top. I’ve told Joe to try to book Jennings 
and Johnson with us again. Ricarlo’s going home for two or 
three months, Joe said we might have the Colmars still with 
us, and I told him I didn’t care one way or the other. You 
haven’t been rogering little Nonie Colmar, have you, lad?’ 
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‘No, and I doubt if anybody else has. I think she’s just a 
teaser, though it’s all the same to me whether she is or not. 
She’s not my sort.’ 

‘Who is your sort?’ He sounded casual, but he gave me a 
sharp look. 

‘I don’t know yet.’ And to keep him off the subject, I went 
on hurriedly: ‘Where are all these Empires in London? Are 
there enough to keep us there eight weeks? ’ 

‘Yes, and a lot more. Holbom, Kilburn, Stratford, Hackney, 
Finsbury Park, Wood Green, Chjjswick, Shepherd’s Bush,’ 
he rattled off. ‘That’s eight for a start — all Empires. And 
there’s a few more Empires, to say nothing of Hippodromes 
and Palaces and whatnot, mostly in the circuit. London's a 
big place, lad, and needs a lot of entertainment. They’re good 
audiences too, most of ’em, especially north of the river. 
You’ll like this London suburban season, Richard. I know I 
always do.’ 

I said that I thought I would too, and meant it. But then I 
began wondering and worrying about how and where I could 
talk the news over with Julie, during the second house. We were 
having to be more and more careful because, she saW, Tommy 
was now giving her some odd looks and seemed suspicious. 
And of course we still hadn’t decided what we could do, next 
week, in Devonport op Plymouth. One thing I’d decided, 
though, Julie or no Julie, was that I had to see Miss Nancy 
Ellis, now playing in pantomime at the Theatre Royal, Ply- 
mouth. 


7 

Any idea i’d had about a fancy Plymouth-Hoc style of 
living, that week, vanished soon after we arrived on Sunday, 
together with a lot of big soft snowflakes. Good digs, it seemed, 
were hard to find, and what I got was a dreary little room in a 
dreary litde house in a dreary little side-street in Devonport, 
not far from the barracks. The house belonged to a retired petty 
officer whose wife looked as if she’d been a petty officer too: a 
severe elderly couple who in five minutes, over cups of cocoa, 
convinced me that I’d as much chance of smuggling Julie 
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in and out of my room as I would have a giraffe. I told Julie 
this. Having got through a damp and bad-tempered band call, 
we were sitting in the Snug of the usual pub-just-round-the- 
comcr — and very snug it was too, a small corner room with 
the firelight picking out some old copper utensils and enriching 
the dark polished wood, while the big fairy-tale snowflakes we 
could just see through the window might be falling in some other 
place, some other time. Julie was drinking whisky and I was 
trying a hot rum toddy. And at first we had this Snug to our- 
selves. 

‘That’s no use then, darling,’ said Julie. ‘And I’m no good. 
We're staying down at the Grand. Tommy likes to do himself 
proud when he’s playing a date he doesn’t like. When he’s 
anywhere north of Birmingham he feels quite different — at 
home.’ 

‘What about London? You’re playing all those suburban 
Empires, aren’t you? ’ 

‘Yes, darling — thank God! And he doesn’t like them either. 
But lie has some London digs he raves about — and this is what 
I’ve been longing to tell you, Dick darling — he thinks he’d be 
better there alone, an idea I’ve been trying to put into his head 
for the last week.’ 

‘ Perhaps he has a woman there,’ I suggested hopefully. 

‘He can have ten women there, for all I care. Just so long 
as I’m let off the chain. And I’ve already written to several 
friends to see if anybody will let me rent a nice furnished flat 
for a couple of months. Dai ling, kiss me before somebody comes 
in.’ 

I did, and that was more than another hot rum toddy. But 
I also had another one and brought Julie another large whisky. 
‘Thank you, Richard my duck. If we had a bearskin or two and 
plenty of cushions, I’d like to spend the whole day and most of 
the night just here.’ She smiled slowly, her eyes like lamps. 
She looked beautiful and I told her so. 

‘I suppose you’ve remembered that little Nancy Ellis is here 
at the Theatre Royal? ’ She gave me a look out of the corner of 
her eyes. ‘Are you going to see her?’ 

‘Yes, Julie, I am,’ I said firmly. ‘On stage and, I hope, 
off.’ 

‘ Well, don’t sound so aggressive about it, darling. Remem- 
ber, I talked to you seriously about her, before we began. I 
didn’t want you or anybody else to think I’d taken you away 
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from a girl half my age if you were serious about her. You said 
there was nothing in it, remember? So why set your jaw and 
announce you’re going to see her — on and off the stage? 
There’s no reason why you shouldn’t, but please tell me why, 
darling.’ 

‘To be honest, Julie, I don’t know. Curiosity probably. 
It won’t make any difference to us. I shan’t stop thinking about 
you all the time, wanting you.’ 

‘I wonder.’ She gave me a speculative look. ‘What are you 
proposing to do?’ 

‘I thought I’d leave a note at the theatre for her this after- 
noon, then go to the matinee tomorrow. They don’t have one 
today.’ 

‘Tommy says we’re going to the Wednesday matinde. This 
will be the fourth pantomime we’ve seen — I could scream with 
boredom — but I can’t keep Tommy away and he insists upon 
my going too, so that he can explain to me exactly why the 
comedians are so bad, which God knows they arc. But if you’re 
there tomorrow afternoon, and I’m there on Wednesday, what 
happens to us, even if little Nancy’s pretty legs don’t bewitch 
you all over again? Though you like mine too, don’t*you?’ 

I said I did, that I was half-barmy about them and her, as 
she knew very well, but also admitted that I didn’t know what 
we could do, this week. 

‘Darling, I adore you. Well now — let’s think. Oh — damn!’ 
She muttered this because we no longer had the loom to our- 
selves. ‘Finish your drink and let’s go. I’ll explain outside.’ 

Among the snowflakes, but warmed by desire and hot rum, I 
agreed we might take the risk of going up to her dressing-room, 
with me letting her go ahead and not approaching hei door until 
the corridor was clear. It worked, and within a minute of 
locking the door we were making too muffled and hasty but not 
unsatisfying love. More room and leisure, firelight and a bed, 
would have been better of course, but the very impudence and 
then the savage intensity of the act gave it a kind of edge. 

The pantomime next afternoon was boring except when 
Nancy was on the stage. In her page’s costume she looked more 
entrancing than ever. And she seemed gayer than ever in a 
special way, half a girl — and the one I remembered — and half 
a cheeky boy. I watched and listened to her — and I was sitting 
in a front stall — with feelings so confused that I can’t begin to 
disentangle them in order to describe them. It was the same 
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when she came down to meet me, with a long coat over her 
finale costume and still made-up. Other people were milling 
around in the small space near the stage door where we met. 

‘Dick, I’m so glad.’ She was rather out of breath. ‘After 
that silly quart el I was hoping you’d write to me — or at least 
send me a wire for Christmas or New Year. I would have done 
only I stupidly didn’t know where you were. Did you enjoy 
our panto? ’ 

‘Not much. Except you, of course, Nancy. You were worth 
all the rest put together.’ 

She did her familiar scowl. ‘I hoped you wouldn’t say that, 
Dick. You know I hate it. Besides, it isn’t true.’ 

‘Yes it is. But don’t let’s start quarelling again, Nancy. 
Can’t you change and come out so that we can talk somewhere?’ 

‘I’d love to, but I can’t today, Dick. One of the gills is giving 
a special tea paity, and I promised to be there. In fact I’ll 
have to go up in a minute.’ 

‘Tomorrow then, please, Nancy.’ 

‘All right. But I'm not fiee for lunch, so it’ll have to be after 
the matinee. I’ll change as quickly as I can because neither of 
us’ll have much time. Look — I’ll meet you at the Grand — 
what's the mallei?’ 

‘Nothing, Nancy. Go on. The Grand? They can give us tea, 
can they? All right — what time?’ 

‘About twenty-past five. And now I really must go. But 
Dick— oh, I’m sorry.’ This was to a couple of stage hands who 
were tiying to get past. 

‘Don’t you w'orry about us, Miss Ellis,’ said one of them, 
giving her a ftiendly grin. She was obviously popular with 
the stage staff. 

‘What were you going to say, Nancy?’ 

*Oh — nothing really. Something silly, and I really must go. 
Just that — you seem different somehow. Are you different? 
No, tell me tomorrow.’ And she hurric d away. 

A few minutes after five, on Wednesday afternoon, I was 
already hanging about the lounge of the Grand. At half-past, 
after what seemed several hours, I had taken a table and, to 
save the time that was running out. I had ordered tea, scones 
and cakes for two. By six o’clock I had mechanically drunk 
three cups of tea and consumed more than my fair share of 
scones and cakes, and of course I knew by then she wasn’t 
coming. Then, looking across towards the head porter’s desk, 
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I saw Julie going from the stairs to post some letters at the desk. 
She didn’t go back upstairs, but came nearer the lounge, 
looked around, and then spotted me. 

‘But, darling, have you been eating a huge tea all by your- 
self? In the middle of all these naval officers’ wives too.’ 

‘I’ve been waiting for Nancy Ellis. She never turned up.’ 

‘Oh — but what a shame!’ She hadn’t sat down. I felt she 
wasn’t really with me, mocking somewhere outside. ‘I thought 
the pantomime was awful, but she was rather sweet. What 
happens now, then? Another quarrel 9 ’ 

‘I’ll go round and see her tonight. Wait at the stage door 
if necessary.’ 

‘Dick,’ she began softly, leaning forward a little. And now 
I knew she really was with me again, not playing a society 
woman behind a glass wall. ‘Dick dear, I don’t think I’d do 
that.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Well — lots of reasons. If she couldn’t help it, and you meet 
her with that look on your face, you’ll quarrel again. If she 
didn’t turn up because she doesn’t care, the last thing you 
ought to do is to hang around tonight waiting for her. No — 
listen please, darling. Tliis is far more important. If you’ve 
any message for me in the morning, leave a note for me at the 
stage door. I’ll be calling* there just before lunch to sec if there 
are any letters for Tommy and me. Just a short innocent note, 
darling.’ 

I changed quickly after we’d done our second show, making 
too much haste for the stagedoor keeper at the Theatic Royal 
told me I needn’t expect them to be coming out for a good half 
hour. So I had a beer I didn’t want in a neighbouring pub, 
kept looking at my new wrist-watch, and even then was back 
there ten minutes too early, even for the first comers. Two- 
thirds of the company must have made their way out before 
I caught sight of Susie Hodson and Bob, with Nancy a few 
paces behind them. As I didn’t want to get involved with Susie 
and Bob I turned away as they passed me, then whipped round, 
plain in Nancy’s sight and hearing, and cried her name eagerly. 
And once again — it was like the repetition of a horrible pattern 
— she took a stone face hurriedly past me, catching up with 
Susie and Bob as if to prevent any further appeal from me. I 
didn’t try one. I was very angry, and, later, when I was pushing 
pieces of baked cod round my plate and pretending to listen 
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to retired-petty-officer reminiscences of North China, I was 
very miserable. I realised that I’d been expecting something 
from Nancy— nothing to do with sex; that was all Julie — and 
whatever it was, now that it turned out to be nothing, I felt 
a leaden figure of misery. 

Next morning I walked across a dingy and slushy Devonport 
to leave a note at the stage door, informing Miss Blane that I 
would be looking over some of our equipment backstage round 
about three o’clock that afternoon. And so I was when she 
called out ‘Hello, Dick!’ and then vanished. Ten minutes later 
I was locking the door of her dressing-room behind me, and she 
was already half-undressed. W c didn’t speak; we hardly looked 
at each other; we made love like famished soldiers eating roast 
meat and pudding; but when it was over and we suddenly 
discovered we were cold and we sipped some of her whisky, 
she took my face in her hands, kissed me gently, and whispered: 
‘You’re such a dear sweet boy, Dick. And I’m sorry. I'm sorry.’ 

‘ Soiry about what, Julie? ’ 

But she closed hex eyes, shook her head, and only said I 
ought to be going and must be careful. But there was nobody 
about at that time, of course; the place, so different from what 
it was at night, was empty. Cold and melancholy and empty. 

The only thing I did, outside routine, on our last night in 
Devoupoit was to write, between our two shows, a letter to 
Nancy. After teaxing up several long and pompoxis epistles, 
and when time was running out, I contrived at last to be brief: 
Dear Nancy, I thought and hoped once we were going to be friends, 
espeiially after that wonderful day we had on the moors. But you did 
not keep our engagement for tea at the Grand. Then you walked past 
me without speaking. Why? Write to me, please. I shall be in Ports- 
mouth next week , then in London for the next nine weeks, and though 
I have no London address you could write to me care of Joe Bosenby 
who is your agent as well as ours. And I said I was hers very sin- 
cerely. I felt I had to send this letter to Nancv, though I couldn’t 
have told anybody, couldn’t even tell myself, but this feeling 
wouldn’t leave me alone until, late on Saturday, I dropped the 
letter into the box. 

That week in Portsmouth was really a long wait for Saturday 
night when it would end. Julie and I met several times to talk, 
almost entirely about what would happen in London, and al- 
though anything but satiated and tired of each other, we never 
made love once, if only because I began the week with a cold 
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and Julie ended it with troubles of her own. Ricarlo, mad to get 
home now, gave a lunch party on the Saturday for ten of us, 
and I was able to sit next to Julie because Tommy Beamish 
wasn’t there as he’d had to go up to London, to Ricarlo’s relief 
as well as mine. And it was through Ricarlo that I had already 
found a flat in London. A friend of his lived in a block of flats — 
King Edward’s Mansions, Walham Green — largely occupied 
by variety artistes, who wanted something comparatively 
cheap (and Walham Green was anything but a fashionable 
neighbourhood) because they were so often away on tour. 
What I got through Ricarlo’s friend was a third-floor furnished 
flat — two rooms, kitchen and bath — for thirty-five shillings a 
week. It belonged to a couple called Simpson, who had just 
gone on tour in an act known as Molly Rafferty and Mike. 
Julie, who had of course a lot of theatrical friends in London, 
was taking over from one of them, also on tour, what she said 
was a delicious little flat in Shepherd Market, Mayfair. How 
often Tommy would be there, she didn’t know, but she said 
she was hoping to ease him out of her bedroom while still 
keeping the part — and the money she’d need moie than ever 
now she was to be working in London. Just becaiAc she had 
so many fiiends there, I thought perhaps she would show signs 
of losing interest in me, a rather raw youth even if I had, as 
she told me, proved myself to be a good lover; but I had to 
admit to myself I saw none of these signs, and if anything she 
was even more c ager than 1 was to talk about what we could do 
in London. And with Unde Nirk thinking about Paris, Cissie 
and Ricarlo bound for theii homes, Jennings and Johnson 
about to join some Americans they knew' in London, Julie 
and I with our London plans, Portsmouth and Southsea hardly 
existed for us: we gave them our acts, perhaps a little perfunc- 
torily, and then almost forgot they were there. Meanwhile, 
Uncle Nick had given me a list of our suburban London dates: 
wc opened on February 9th at what he said was one of the best 
of them, Finsbury Park Empire; 16th at Hackney Empire; 
23rd at Wood Green Empire, and so forth; and I used to stare 
at this list of strange-sounding Empires, wondering what this 
vast London so prolific in Empires had in waiting for me. 
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Though it was only early February, Tommy Beamish was 
spending his week out down in Brighton with some of his pub- 
keeping and race-going chums and hadn’t insisted upon Julie 
going with him, so she and I had that week to ourselves, day 
and night, without having to worry about him. This brought 
us closer together — as two persons, I mean, and not just as 
male and female in rut — than I would have thought possible 
a week or two earlier, when we simply snatched at sex together 
and left it at that. Of course I wasn’t really the man for her 
but just a vague young substitute for the man who had left hei; 
and she wasn’t the woman for me, except — and it was now 
an exception that burned in my blood — in or around the 
sexual act; but now, especially after we’d made love and our 
bodies w'ere at ease and seemed to feel a calm tenderness each 
for the other, we’d time to talk, to explain ourselves, to argue 
and denounce and accept, we couldn’t help coming closer 
together as persons. We weren’t in love but we were friends 
within our mutual sexual obsession. It is true that there were 
times when, sexually exhausted, she would be bitterly ironical 
because I wasn’t the man she still needed, the one she could 
have made a life with, and when I, suddenly feeling empty and 
sad, couldn't even pretend to be the tender companion and 
obviously went a long way from her in my mind. But even so, 
we were closer, two persons together. 

The February weather didn’t help and we had to waste good 
time going underground or in misty- windowed buses and trams. 
Julie, extravagant like most actresses, was always wanting to 
take taxis, but mostly, in what she called my Save thi brass 
mood, I wouldn’t have it. But she enjoyed showing me London, 
even if she was rather a vague guide. However, she didn’t 
want to spend much time in museums and galleries, and I 
didn’t want to be always going to the theatre, matinees and all. 
Feeling a raw provincial youth here in London, 1 thought at 
first she would try to keep me away from her friends, but to my 
surprise — though it was after she made me buy another suit, 
ready-made but quite smart — she insisted upon my meeting 
them and took me to several theatrical lunch and supper 
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parties (this was during the first two or three weeks, not during 
the very first one), until I protested. The truth was, as I told 
her frankly, I didn’t like most of the people I met at these 
parties. Some of the very old actresses and some of the very 
young ones were all right, but the rest, especially the better- 
known actors, seemed to me the hollowest, pasted-together, 
false-faced creatures I’d ever met, and I’d nothing to say to 
them and didn’t want to listen to them. This ought to have 
annoyed Julie but somehow it didn’t, and perhaps she was 
secretly relieved when she could go alone without feeling 
she was leaving me out. And I wasn’t jealous; we were making 
love too often in that Shepherd Market flat of hers. 

Certainly during that first week I spent more time there 
than I did in my own place. Her flat was on the second floor, 
up a narrow wooden staircase, above a corner shop; and it 
was very pink and beige and knick-knackery and feminine, full 
of photographs inscribed For Darling Eva , but very comfortable, 
handy yet hidden away, just the place for us that Julie must have 
been dreaming about for weeks. Even when we started working 
again, Julie at one distant Empire, I at another, I was still 
there a lot, either in the afternoons or late at night, •sometimes 
all night. It was trickier now, of course, when she was working 
with Tommy again, because there were nights when he in- 
sisted upon taking her out to supper and then going back to the 
flat with her. If she knew definitely she would be free, she used 
to telephone from her Empire to mine, leaving a guarded 
message for me with the stage-door keeper. I never knew 
exactly what went on between her and Tommy — she didn’t 
want to tell me and I didn’t want to know — but I guessed from 
various remarks of hers that ever since she and I had been 
lovers it had been harder and harder for her to pretend any 
sexual interest in him, to put up with whatever she had to put 
with, and that he was becoming suspicious, sometimes sulkily 
ignoring her for several nights on end and then suddenly 
demanding her company and being what she merely called 
‘tiresome’. And from the look in her eyes when she said that, 
once or twice accompanied by a shiver she wasn’t even con- 
scious of, I didn’t think tiresome was the right word. And after 
one Saturday night he spent with her — it was our third Satur- 
day in London — I found on Sunday that she had big bruise- 
marks on both upper arms that she tried to hide but couldn’t, 
and she then said she’d fallen on the stairs, and I refused to say 
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I didn’t believe her because she knew I didn’t. The Tommy 
situation was uneasy, but after the maddening frustrations on 
tour, now able to enjoy each other without snatching in a kind 
of fever, we tried to forget it. 

My Walham Green flat I never really saw at first as a place 
to live in. It wasn’t very roomy; it was downright ugly; and 
nearly everything seemed to be broken or badly mended, as if 
the Simpsons, perhaps turning after some drink into Molly 
Rafferty and Mike at home, had thrown things at each other. 
A tiny old woman, who looked like a defeated witch but on 
better acquaintance proved to be quite a cheerful character, 
crept in on certain mornings and gave a kind of performance 
of cleaning, like an actress at the beginning of a play, and, 
after telling me that she didn’t know what I’d do without her, 
left the place more or less as she found it. There was no telephone 
in the flat — and if there had been, the Simpsons in their 
Rafferty mood would have broken it —but there was one along 
the landing; and I was on good terms with the porter down- 
stairs, who would always take a message for me. And usually 
I was out. That flat would have driven anybody out. Whatever 
the opposite of a home is, that’s what that flat was. 

I haven’t set eyes on Walham Gteen for about forty years 
and I don’t know what it’s like now, but in 1914 it had a charac- 
ter of its own, being quite different tom its neighbours, Chelsea, 
Fulham, West Kensington. It was slatternly and down-at- 
heel but cheerful, ready for anything except dull gentility. 
It was a western outpost of the old Cockneydom. After the 
Stamford Bridge football ground and the Granville (not in 
the class of our Empires: Uncf Nick wouldn’t have looked at 
it), Walham Green broke out : nto stalls and barrows, and on 
fine mornings fat women stood at pub doors drinking porter. 
It had more newsboys than any other place I have ever lived 
in. Along the Fulham Road, on the Chelsea side, were some 
vaguely foreign little restaurants whne you could get five 
courses of grease, all different, for eighteen pence. King 
Edward’s Mansions towered at the corner, where the Fulham 
Road took a bend and the buses swept on towards Parsons 
Green and the Bishop’s Palace; and we Mansions dwcllerswerc 
the aristocrats round there, whether we were one of Ganga 
Dun’s assistants or Molly Rafferty and Mike, but the common 
people didn’t regard us — or indeed anybody else — with awe, 
neglected to wear collars or corsets, drank ale, porter, stout, 
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at all hours of the day, while the men brooded over Chelsea 
football club and racing specials and the women discussed 
pregnancy and female ailments. 

From there I set off every Monday morning, often by bus if 
I could manage it, to one of our distant Empires, often passing 
through miles of meaningless streets that seemed to me the 
chief horror of London. Monday was usually a long boring day 
because after the band call and making sure we were all ready 
for the evening performance, it rarely seemed worth while 
going back to Walham Green or trying the West End, so if it 
wasn't raining hard I’d pass the afternoon exploring these 
featureless suburbs and having a beer or two — the pubs being 
open then, before so many of us fought our great battles for free- 
dom. And though, in those early weeks, I might be thinking too 
often about Julie and what we might get up to next, T did try 
to do my best for the act, feeling that Uncle Nick, with my 
humble assistance, was lighting up for twenty minutes the lives 
of all those people trapped in these suburbs. His Indian Temple 
atmosphere might be cheap and silly, his clear hard brain 
might be devoted only to deceiving them, but he did bring them 
wonder and perhaps a moment or two of wild jo^e when the 
impossible, the miraculous, seemed to happen. 

After three or four weeks I seemed almost fixed in a routine 
of suburban journeys and performances, a rather guarded, off- 
hand but not unfriendly relation with Uncle Nick (who was 
still working on his two-dwarf illusion) and Cissie, occasional 
mornings and afternoons looking round art galleries but never 
attempting any painting, hardly a sketch, and receiving 
telephone messages from Julie in her distant Empire and 
spending lolling afternoons and sometimes whole nights at the 
Shepherd Market fiat, where we might talk now but still met 
really to make love. As I was soon to discover afterwards, it 
was this intensely sensual, sexually obsessive affair with Julie 
that was central and dominating, taking away rather than 
adding colour and tone to the London scene, so that I moved 
through it half in a dream. And then the roof of my new little 
world fell in on me. I have the exact date: it w'as Sunday, the 
First of March. 

About ten in the evening we were in the bedroom of the 
Shepherd Market flat, pinky and satiny without a harsh sur- 
face or tone in it, a lovers’ nest. Julie had already undressed and 
was lying on the bed looking at me with half-closed eyes. I 
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was undressing but had stopped for a moment to admire and 
wonder at the great curve of her thigh, returning for the first 
time since that Christmas afternoon in Nottingham and, 
though I didn’t know it, for the last time in this world, to that 
purely aesthetic joy in her form and colour. And I was trying 
to tell her what I felt and something I said made her laugh, 
and that must have been why neither of us heard anybody 
entering the flat, though no doubt they came in very quiet’y 
and carefully after finding the outer door unlocked. Then 
they burst into the bedroom, two of them, without hats and 
overcoats, as if they’d just left a waiting car. The first was 
Tommy Beamish, white and hot-eyed with drink and fury. 
The otliei I could only see as a big wade man. 

‘No, Tommy, no,’ Julie screamed, turning away. 

There was a swishing sound from the cane Tommy was 
carrying. Then he w as shouting, ‘ Now you ranty cheating bitch, 
I’ve caught you.’ And she screamed again, harder now, as 
the canc slashed across her back. 

I jumped foi waul to stop him but the big wide man stood in 
my way. I tiied to push him aside but couldn t move him, so I 
used my fists. Then it was as if the room had hit me, and as 
I went reeling back, with blood in my mouth, I knew I hadn’t 
a hope with this chap. But 1 could heai Julie screaming and I 
w'as wild with angtr, and 1 died again, and this time he really 
set about me and 1 fell I hadn’t a face lc ft as I went back, hit 
the wall, and slithoi ed to the floor. 

‘For Christ’s sake, Tommy,’ I heaid the man say, a long way 
o/T, ‘that’s enough. This wasn’t in the bargain.’ 

‘Look, I’ve stopped, Ted.’ T could just open one eye and 
could see Tommy, standing thete, shaking and slaveiing. ‘So — 
shut up, shut up— don’t bother me. I’m enjoying myself. Oh 
— it’s lovely.’ 

If either of them said anything else fot a minute or two, I 
missed it, for I began retching. Then I hoard the big man say: 
‘Let’s get out of this, Tommy. 1 don’t like it.’ Then he must have 
turned to me. ‘You had a good tiy, me laddie. But you don’t 
have the weight and you leave yourself wide open. Come on, 
Tommy.’ 

Then, above Julie’s sobbing, I heard Tommy shouting at 
her. ‘Now I’ll tell you what I’ve been doing all this last week 
while you’ve been bouncing on your back here. I’ve been 
rehearsing somebody else in your part, and she opens tomorrow 
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and you’re out on your bare bleeding arse, Miss Blane. Ta-ta.’ 
As he passed me, still crumpled on the floor, he flicked at my 
face with his cane: 4 And look what you rogered yourself into, 
Herncasde — half a round with an ex-heavyweight — ’ 

‘Turn it up, Tommy,’ the fighter cut in savagely. ‘We’re 
going.’ And they went, banging doors behind them. And time 
seemed almost to stop. 

I had to attend to myself first, otherwise I’d have bled over 
everything. I raised myself slowly and shakily, tottered along 
to the bathroom, and sponged my face as if it were a sick baby. 
I rinsed the blood and bile out of my mouth but still felt sick. 
When I was no longer bleeding, I went back with the sponge 
and a clean towel, feeling almost as helpless as I’d felt against 
the bruiser. Julie was lying on her face, still sobbing, and across 
her back were several red weals. 

‘I don’t know what I ought to do to your back, Julie,’ I 
began, rather thickly because my mouth still wasn’t right. 

‘Go away, go away, go away.’ She didn't turn and raise 
her head, so it was all muffled, but she was certainly telling me 
to go away. 

T can’t go away and leave you like this, Julies I'd better 
sponge them first and then see if I can find any ointment or 
something — ’ 

‘ No. Go away.’ 

There didn’t seem any reply to this, so I just waited. 

Now she turned her face towards me. It wasn’t as bad as 
mine but it was all swollen and strange, so that she looked like 
somebody I didn’t know. ‘All right then. I don’t know about 
ointment — look. But give me a drink first — a strong one.’ 

After she’d gulped down the half-tumbler of neat whisky, 
she asked for another, and then I left her with it to look for 
some sort of ointment. I gave her some water after the second 
lot of whisky and now she was hazy and hardly knew what 
either of us was saying while I attended to the weals on her back. 
‘Why did you let him do that to me?’ was one question she 
asked. 

‘You weren’t looking the right way, Julie,’ I told her. 
‘He’d brought a big bruiser along with him, and he knocked 
hell out of me when I tried to interfere. Look at me — no, 
don’t.’ 

‘Tommy’s mad,’ she said a little later. ‘I ought to have 
known that all along — the things he did and wanted to do. 

172 



He’ll end up in a lunatic asylum. You’ll see. How did he 
know we were here tonight? Has he been having us watched?’ 

‘I dare say. Or he just took a chance. But don’t think he 
was simply punishing you. He was enjoying himself. He said so. 
This was his excuse. And even his bruiser pal was disgusted.’ 

Tic’s thrown me out, hasn’t he? Didn’t he say he had? And 
I can’t stop him. I’d a conti act covering the tour, but not foi 
these London dates.’ 

'But you couldn’t have appealed with him again, Julie.’ 

'I know, I know'. But now I’m in London again with no 
woih.’ She began crying. I tried to comfort her but she told me 
not to touch her, now she didn’t want anybody touching hei. 
However, l helped her into a nightdiess and then into bed. Ml 
she wanted now was to lx hit alone and to go to deep -slic’d 
been diowsy for the last ten minutes, aher all tint whisky - 
but she begged mi to lock hti in safely. 1 said I would do tint 
by locking the dooi fiom the outside and then putting the key 
thiough the letteibox. She was last adeep be foie 1 lift, turned 
away fiom me, just a lot ol daik hair on a pillow. I still hit 
r.tthei sick; my back hint when it had hit the v all, and I knew 
I must be showing a icd min of a fuc e, even with my hat pulh cl 
well down o\ei it. And I was, because a man on the 14 bus 
asked me what had happened to it, and l told mm I’d been 
boxing. But all this doe sn’t mean I was thinking about mvse 11 
and not about Julie. I felt more than my own sick fcclmg when 
I thought about hc'r; I was mc k at hcai t. 

I here was a telephone m the bedtoom at the Shepherd 
Market flat, but I didn’t ring her there on Mondav morning, 
before I went off to the Chiswi k Lmpirr, hi c mse 1 thought 
slit might be still asleep. But aftc. the band call I lang her fiom 
the stage dooi, asked her how she felt and said I was fi ee now to 
go along, but she told me she’d rather I didn’t and that she 
was more or less staying in bed. Then when I suggested the 
next day, Tuesday, slit said rather va-tuely she didn’t think 
that would be any good either, t nd finally we settled that I 
should go to the flat on Wednesday afternoon, at about two 
o’clock. It wasn’t a bad day, so after a drink and a couple of 
sandwiches in a pub, I wandered down to the nver— it had a 
wonderful mixed effect of mist and sparkle— and hung around 
Chiswick and Hammersmith Malls, wishing I had my sketch- 
book with me. But even so, though I was using my eyes, I 
felt as miserable as hell. 
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That night — and at a full second house too — I all but mis- 
timed the Vanishing Cyclist effect and we only just made it, 
and Uncle Nick was furious when we came off. ‘I want to 
talk to you, lad.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Uncle Nick. It’s the first time — ’ 

‘Not now,’ he interrupted savagely. ‘Let’s get this make-up 
off. We can’t talk to each other properly looking like a couple 
of bloody Indians. So — as soon as you’ve changed — in my 
dressing-room.’ 

So later, in there, I began again: ‘I’m sorry, Uncle Nick. 
I know it was all my fault, nobody clse’s. It won’t occur again, 
I promise. But — something happened.’ 

‘And something else’ll happen if you do that again, lad,’ 
he growled. But then he really looked at me. ‘Here — what 
have you been doing with yourself? Look at your face.’ 

‘ I had a fight, uncle.’ 

‘I can see that, lad. Aren’t you big enough to take care of 
yourself? ’ 

‘Not against a heavy-weight bruiser, I'm not. Hadn’t a 
chance.’ 

‘No doubt. But how the hell did you come to be mixed up 
with a heavy-weight bruiser — eh?’ As I hesitated, he went 
on: ‘I’ll bet that woman Blanc conies into it. Cissie swears 
you’ve been having her day and night. You wouldn’t be 
warned, would you? ’ As I still hesitated, he dropped his sharp 
accusing tone. ‘Now look, Richard lad. You came down here 
with me. I’m partly responsible. So just tell me straight what 
happened.’ 

So I did, and as the whole story came out, without any 
interruptions from him, he glared at me, his face dark with 
anger. ‘I don’t care what happened to her,’ he began, when I 
had finished. ‘ She asked foi it and she must have known what 
Tommy Beamish is like. It’s notorious. But if he thinks he can 
have any nephew of mine knocked about like that, without 
anything happening to him, he’s wrong. I’ll hit him where it’ll 
hurt most. You watch.’ 

‘But what can you do, uncle?’ 

‘Plenty. He’ll soon find out. I know some fumy people in 
this city and I can make some funny arrangements. Just leave 
this to me, lad. And just leave that woman alone and attend to 
your work properly.’ 
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sure something would happen to Tommy Beamish fairly soon, 
for it wasn’t like Uncle Nick to do any idle boasting. And then 
even by the middle of that week, rumours were flying around, 
then before the end of the week there were paragraphs in one 
or two of the morning and evening papers, and later still some 
longer items in the stage and variety weeklies. At the Holborn 
Empire, one of the best of these dates, it appeared that Tommv 
Beamish had been ‘given the biid ', and on the second night it 
had happened he had been foolish enough to shout back and 
had then been told, at the top of several voices, that he was 
drunk and not fit to be on the stage. ‘Yes,’ said Unrle Niek 
complacently, ‘poor Tommy seems to have been running into 
a bit of trouble. Joe Bosenby’s \eiy wonied about it. They’ve 
been talking to him at the head office. Looks as if they might 
cancel all his other London dates and try to fit him in up 
North again. Tommy didn’t behave well, it seems, and the 
new young woman he has in the act behaved even worse — 
burst into tears, they say, and inn off the stage. Perhaps he 
ought to put one or two of his bruiser friends up in the 
gallery.’ lie gave me a wink but said nothing about any funny 
arrangements he might have made thiough some of his funny 
fiicnds. 

I was bursting to tell Julie about all this. But I never did. 
I rushed along to the Shepherd Mai k< t flat just before tw'o on 
Wednesday afternoon. She wasn’t in. 1 hung about for half 
an hour, expecting her every moment, and then foiced myself 
to go for a w\ilk atounci Mayfair, n turning m a huriy at three 
o’clock, but she wasn’t tlnrc. Telling myself she might have 
come and gone while I was w liking around, I hung about 
again; and so it went on until half-past five , when I daren’t stay 
any longer. I rang her hom the stage door alter the first 
house, but there was no reply. It w as misery. 

Next morning I rang her from my landing. She did all the 
talking. ‘Oh, Dick dear, I’m so sorry moot yesterday aftei- 
noon. No, I hadn’t forgotten. T was out seeing agents — my 
own kind, not monsters like that man Boscnby — and I waited 
and waited for one, the most important, then I was told to come 
back immediately after lunch, and then I was kept waiting 
again, furious of course but what could I do? Don’t forget, 
darling, you’re still working and now I’m not. No, not to- 
morrow, Dick dear, I have to be out again. Listen, darling, 

come on Sunday— no, not in the afternoon, Im lunching with 
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some people out at Richmond — say, six o’clock and then I’m 
sure to be back and you won’t be disappointed — ' 

But I was — not only at six but at seven and then eight, after 
which I gave it up. I rang her up a good many times the 
following week, and for most of them she obviously wasn’t 
there. But twice somebody was ready to answer and when I 
began eagerly, ‘Is that you, Julie?’ or ‘This is Dick,’ I was 
quietly cut off. The third time I waited for her to speak, and a 
Cockney voice asked who it was, and when I said who I was, 
the voice said Miss Blane wasn’t m, and before I could reply 
the line went dead. And that was the very last time I ever spoke 
to Julie Blane, when she was pretending to be somebody else. 
That kept me off the telephone and away from Shepherd 
Market for a whole week, but in the middle of the following 
week, when we were coming towards the end of our stay in 
London, I happened to be in that neighbourhood one after- 
noon and, though knowing only too well by this time I had been 
ditched, I called at the flat. And somebody answered the door, 
but it wasn’t Julie Blane. 

‘No, she’s gone, y’know,’ the young woman, obviously an- 
other actiess, told me. ‘I don’t know the details fnit I believe 
she took somebody's place at the last minute in Lewis Atkin- 
son's Company. They went off to Cape Town or somewhere, 
last Saturday, I believe. I’m so sorry. Is she a friend of yours? 
Do you know her veiy well?’ 

‘Not very well — no.’ 


9 

Actually i cult a bit better w'hen I knew definitely she’d 
gone, but I’d been having — was still having — a rotten bad 
time. I mightn’t be in love with her — and I’ve never suggested 
I was — but where she’d been in this London life of mine, right 
in the centie, there was a huge dreary gap where nothing hap- 
pened. I’d made no fiiends, didn’t know where to start, and 
I’d nobody to take even a part of Julie’s place, just for ordinary 
companionship. And of course my pride — and at that age it’s a 
mile high and yet trembles at a touch — had been badly hurt: 
I’d had nothing since that horrible Sunday night but humili- 
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ation in. one shape or another. And sexually I was in a real mess. 
I was like a plant that had been brought on and coddled in a 
hothouse only to be tossed out into a cold night. I was still 
sexually excited, but now by somebody who wasn’t there. 
My mouth was still watering but the feast had vanished; I could 
sec nothing but stale bread and hard cheese. I had the ob- 
session but not the object of it. And of course I couldn’t forget 
that I’d been warned. I was now not only a chap wandciing 
aimlessly, most of his time, through a monstrous city that didn’t 
want him, except for twenty minutes twice a night got up as an 
Indian, I was also a chap who’d been warned but wouldn’t 
be told, a bloody fool. 

However, it wasn’t all ache, regret or sheer die.uiness. I 
could still delight in the wonderful comics on top of our bills 
during most of those London weeks. Most of the acts that shared 
our bills irritated or bored me: imbecile cross-talk coincd.atis; 
boozy Irish tenors tearful over their motliets; ‘light comedians* 
with their endless songs about ‘girls with cuily-curls’ and 
Brown and his pals all out on a spree; the immensely popular 
but tedious male impel sonators, who never once looked or 
sounded like the soldiers and sailors they were supposed to be 
impersonating. At least five acts out of every eight seemed to me 
a waste of anybody’s attention; though of course we were never 
on the same bill with any other illusionists or conjurers. But 
high above this toutine stuff, and paying for all, were the star 
comics. Watching and listening to them, as I never failed to do, 
night after night, took me out of misery and self-pity, just as it 
must have offered a lot of those trapped people in the suburbs 
a sense of release, perhaps even a Hash of wild joy. 

Twice, topping our bill, we had a comedian who I think has 
been under-valued. This was Harry Tate, whose Motoring, 
Fishing, Billiards sketches contained the sprouting germ of so 
much surrealist comedy, and whose glaring and bellowing 
sportsman, always reduced to stunned si b nee by the enormity 
of events, was a creation touche 1 with genius, a lunatic cari- 
cature of a real and horrible type of Englishman. And once wc 
had Little Tich, released from the Tivoli to daz/le the suburbs. 
Uncle Nick, who had appeared with him abroad, knew him 
well, and I was introduced to him, a solemn little Mr Relph, 
who talked to me about painting. On the stage he might be a 
barrister in court, a tipsy man-about-town, a regal lady en- 
cumbered with an enoimous train, but always he set these 
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miniature beings blazing with a mad energy, as if, coming from 
a different species, they were flaming burlesques of our own 
larger dim idiocies. And just once we had Grock, who hadn’t 
been long in England then and hadn’t reached the height of his 
fame, but even then was the best clown I ever saw except 
Chaplin. He was like a serious, humble but hopeful visitor from 
another planet, endlessly defeated by alien and hostile circum- 
stances, and like Chaplin he brought your laughter close to the 
beginning of tears. I was ready to pour out my admiration and 
gratitude to him, but off the stage he seemed aloof, rather grim, 
perhaps because he couldn’t feel at ease and at home in Eng- 
land, a divided country, one part of it in love with comic 
genius, the other part cold and hostile to it. To this day, if my 
arthritis allows it, I can do a very rough imitation of Groek’s 
act, just a poor sketch of it, that makes people laugh who never 
saw him in all his comic glory. And that act did me some good, 
when I needed a bit of help, in March 1914. 

One person who knew somehow what had happened to me — 
though she never directly mentioned it — was Cissie Mapes. 
She obviously felt we weic fellow sufferers and ought to come 
closer together. What was gnawing at her was Uncle Nick’s 
neglect of her and the thought that he might soon be finding 
another girl for the act. And any week that I had a dressing- 
room to myself, she would be popping in and out with the 
slightest of excuses, ncaily always to ask me questions about 
Uncle Nick that I couldn’t answer. Though I was fond of 
Cissie — sorry for her, too — I began to wish she’d leave me alone. 
Then one night, when we were at the Shepherd’s Bush Empiie, 
I went straight back to Walham Green; I didn’t want to eat 
out again and I’d bought some cold stuff' for supper; and I’d 
just about finished eating when the bell on my door, one of 
those shrill little brutes, went off like a fire alarm. It was Cissie, 
looking rather bedraggled and tearful. ‘ I know it’s late, Dick, 
and I’m sorry to bother you. But I must talk to you. And any- 
how this is on my way home,’ she added, taking away the 
urgency as soon as she’d suggested it, which was typical of 
poor Cissie. 

‘All right, Cissie. Come in. Are you hungry? There’s some 
cold ham and pork pie here — and potato salad.’ 

‘Thanks, Dick.’ She was taking off her hat and big coat. 
‘I could have a bite. But what I’d really like is a drink.’ 

‘I’ve only bottled beer.’ 
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‘I’ll take some and put some gin in it. I’ve got a half bottle of 
gin in my bag.’ Cissie always carried an over-size handbag, 
so I wasn’t surprised. ‘ Have you ever had beer with gin in it, 
Dick? Well, you ought to try it. It’s called Dog’s Nose.’ 

(And years afterwards, when I’d settled down to painting 
in the Dales and often walked miles across the moors, my 
favourite drink, when at last I reached a pub, was a large gin 
in a pint of draught beer — Dog’s Nose. It’s a curiously potent 
drink, somehow much stronger than the gin and the beer 
drunk separately. And more often than not, when most of it 
had gone down, I remembered Cissie visiting me that night in 
Walham Green.) 

After we’d both dipped into our Dog’s Noses and she was 
eating pork pie, Cissie between bites said earnestly: ‘What 
d’you think of me, Dick? I want your straight honest opinion. 
I don’t care what you say so long as it’s the truth. I really don’t 
— honestly I don’t.’ 

It was just like Cissie to choose this moment, when she’d 
done nothing to her face except put pie into it, to offer herself 
for a frank appraisal. But then she often looked even worse 
when she was trying too hard to keep up with women like 
Julie. And I've told already, describing her after we first met, 
how I felt her looks weren’t bad in a rather weak style, not the 
kind that attracted me but not unlike those we often saw then 
on sentimental coloured picture-postcards. ‘Looks and figure 
first, I suppose, Cissie?’ 

‘I’m a girl, aren’t I? I’m not asking if I’ll do for a bank 
manager. Go on.’ 

Being even younger than she was, I was a bit solemn and 
pompous about it, not realising that what she wanted then 
wasn’t anybody’s candid opinion but a little praise to cheer her 
up. I said that her face wasn’t bad at all, pleasing rather than 
not, and her figure better still, though I did feel she didn’t 
always make the best of herself — 

‘Not like Miss Julie bloody Blane, of course,’ she cut in 
savagely. ‘Not in that class at all, of course. Except when she 
has to take a hiding from Tommy Beamish. Oh — yes, Nick 
told me. He still tells me a few things — ’ 

‘Do I stop now?’ 

‘She walked out on you then, didn’t she? And can’t you see 
why? She couldn’t face you after that had happened no 
bloody fear, not the grand Miss Julie Blane, not her. But if 
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I’d been in and out of bed with you for weeks — oh — don’t 
think I didn’t know what was going on — I’d not have run away 
from you the way she did — ’ 

‘What are we doing now, Cissie? ’ I asked her, just managing 
to keep my temper. ‘Do I go on? Do I tell you how thoughtful, 
kind and considerate you are? How careful you are not to say 
the wrong things — ’ 

‘You don’t have to be sarcastic,’ she flung at me. To girls 
like Cissie, in those days, to be sarcastic was about as bad as 
slapping their faces hard. But then, as I looked at her and said 
nothing, suddenly her face crumpled and she came blindly 
round the table to where I was standing and collapsed against 
me, so that I had to hold her. 

‘Here, let’s sit down,’ 1 said, backing towards the only 
armchair. I sat in it and she sat on the floor, her hands across 
my knees and her face, turned my way, resting on her hands. 

‘I know I’m silly,’ she began, ‘but you do like me a bit, 
don’t you, Dick? Well, I’m so miserable. I don’t know what 
to do. Nick hardly ever wants me here, now we aren’t living 
together. And I thought I wouldn’t mind ’cos I’d be living at 
home, back with my family again. But that’s u<* good either. 
It’s not really different, but I am. Y’know, after going round 
with Nick — being waited on- -nice rooms — best saloon bais 
an' all that. There’ ^ eight of us in that bloody little house 
and half the time it’s like a screaming pigsty. And I’ve only 
to say anything or just give ’em a wrong look, and they’re on 
to me, as if I’d got my money off the streets. Not that they don’t 
like the money — oh no, I can’t pull it out fast enough — it’s me 
they don’t like. So liome-sweet-home’s a dead washout. And 
all I’ve got is Nick — and I haven’t got him. And you of course, 
Dick dear — \ou know how fond ol you I am, don’t you? But 
then you don’t want me.’ She raised herself up. 

‘And a real old mess it would be if I did, wouldn’t it?’ 

‘I know, I know, I know. I understand some things a lot 
better than you do. But I have to have something. There’s a 
fellow lives two doors from us at home — works at a grocer’s 
and quite nice-looking and dresses smart — who used to be gone 
on me — still is, he says — but he seems so boring and dreary 
now. I know everything he’s going to say next — not like Nick 
and you — and he always gives the same little cough first, so 
I could scream. Give me a kiss, Dick. No — not like that — a real 
kiss.’ 
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There were a lot of good reasons why I didn’t want to start 
kissing her, though I’ll admit the deepest of them was that I 
didn’t enjoy it, but I couldn’t refuse that one, though I then 
disentangled us gently and held her at arms’ length. However, 
her mind was now on something else. 

‘Dick dear — listen — and tell me the truth, please, dear. Has 
Nick ever spoken to you about engaging another girl, to take 
my place?’ 

‘No, Cissie. He’s worried about two dwarfs — not two girls.’ 

‘You’d tell me if he did say anything, wouldn’t you? Please, 
Dick — you must. Here — we’ie not drinking. The gin’s here but 
where’s some mote beer, to put another nose on a dog? No, 
tell me, I'll do it — don’t move.’ Like most young men, then 
and now, whenever a girl or woman offered to wait upon me, 

I let her. So I filled and lit a pipe while Cissie mixed the gin and 
beer, talking all the time: ‘You know what’s happening soon, 
don’t you? No? Well, that’s because you haven’t been taking 
much interest lately. And anyhow Nick knows you don’t like 
Mr Bosenby. I don’t either but if you saw me with him you 
wouldn’t believe it, I lay it on thick just because he’s the agent. 
But that’s why you don’t know what’s happening, you don’t 
listen to sweaty greasy old Bosenby when he comes round.’ 

‘No, I keep away from Uncle Nick when Bosenby’s there,’ 

I said rather loftily. But of course I was curious. ‘If you know 
what’s happening soon, then tell me.’ 

‘Here you are, dear. And all the best!’ We drank together. 
She sat on the floor again, resting against my legs. ‘Well, to 
start with, we’re probably having two weeks out. And I don’t 
care w here Nick’s going this time, he’ll have to take me with him.’ 

‘He won’t, you know, Cissie. And I wouldn’t try too hard 
to make him.’ 

‘I know, Dick. I was only talking big. He’ll do just what he 
wants to do.’ She said this rather proudly, not sadly. ‘Anyhow 
we’re going round with the same bill. I mean, like last time 
but not the same turns. Nick’s been working it out with Joe 
Bosenby. I don’t know who we’ve got yet, but some of ’em 
might be nice and friendly. And we’ll be together for months. 
Mostly in Lancashire at first — a place I love, 1 don’t think — 
opening in Liverpool, but I don’t remember the date, if there 
was one. Well, that’s it, dearie, and it could be fun, couldn’t it? ’ 

* It could be.’ 

‘ Oh — you’re a long streak of misery, you are.’ 
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( I was thinking.’ 

‘I know that.’ She finished her drink, then gave me a lop- 
sided smile. ( But about which one? Innocent little Nancy or 
wicked old Julie — which? ’ 

‘Neither. I’ve other things to think about, Cissie.’ 

‘Not at this time of night you oughtn’t to have. And I’m 
here, aren’t I? I’ve got everything they have. And if you don’t 
believe me, I’ll show you.’ She began climbing up, breathing 
hard. ‘Can’t we have some fun for once? You gave her plenty, 
didn’t you? Making me jealous. Keep still, you silly boy.’ 

It was now a wrestling match I hadn’t to lose or win. I 
felt a fool, of course, but it couldn’t go on and at the same time 
I was really anxious not to hurt her feelings. ‘Now listen — 
please listen — Cissie,’ I said finally, holding her firmly at arms’ 
length. ‘ If we started something now, we’d go on with it, then 
sooner or later — and it mightn’t take long — Uncle Nick 
would find out — and then where are we?’ 

‘I’d have to go — not you — ’ 

‘Probably both of us. But I’m thinking about you, Cissie, 
especially after what you said earlier, when you were feeling 
rather desperate. Now he’s never said a word to me about any 
other girl taking your place. We’ve got months of work ready 
for us — you’ve just told me so — and I just can’t see him dis- 
turbing the act. Not unless he thinks you and I are up to 
something — ’ 

‘And that wouldn’t be because he really wants me,’ she said 
bitterly, moving away now. ‘Just pride, that’s all. One of his 
belongings. And you don’t really want me. I know — ’ 

‘No, you don’t. I’m just trying to be sensible — for both of us.’ 
As I went on along that line, nobly resisting temptation, she was 
sitting at the table, leaning forward with her head between her 
hands, her hair rather dishevelled, her eyes shuttered, her 
mouth a vague dark pout in the blur of her face, all the light 
on the Naples Yellow shoulders of the blouse she was wearing; 
and I remembered it afterwards as if Sickert had painted it. 
And I thought my noble resistance line very clever, keeping 
her away from me without hurting her feelings; but it would 
have been better for all of us, as things turned out, if I hadn’t 
been so clever and so sensitive about her feelings but had made 
it quite plain she didn’t attract me as a woman, which after 
all was the basic truth of the situation. ‘Come on, Cissie,’ I 
said finally. ‘ It’s getting late, and you must have a long way to 
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go. I’ll take you down to the bus or the Underground. And — 
look — don’t forget your gin. There’s still some left.’ 

‘And I know what to do with it,’ she mumbled as she at- 
tended to her face. But she obviously felt better when she took 
my arm outside and prattled away. She felt better than I did. 
I couldn’t imagine what would become of Cissie Mapes. 

It wasn’t the next day but the day after that I saw Nancy 
Ellis, who’d never replied to my letter so that I didn’t know 
where she was or what she was doing. I’d been to the National 
Gallery in the morning, and then, after a snack and a beer at a 
pub near the Coliseum, I’d gone to Leicester Square tube 
station to take a train to Earls Court, not the best way back to 
my flat but I liked to do a little exploring. Going down the steps 
leading to the platforms and then arriving at the space between 
them, I hesitated a moment, though I knew to which platform 
I had to go. I turned to glance at the train standing at the 
platform I didn’t want. I saw somebody sitting close to the 
window who looked rather like Nancy. I rushed nearer — and 
it was Nancy, absorbed in a book. I gave an idiotic shout, 
which obviously she didn’t hear, and then before I could tap 
on the w'indow or make for the door, the train was moving. 
In less than twenty-five seconds I had found her and lost her 
again. Watching the train, gathering speed, sway into darkness 
and vanish, carrying her in its black tube to God knows where, 
I cursed the luck. 

However, this glimpse of her jolted me into action I ought 
to have taken before. I huiried out of the station and went 
to find Joe Bosenby’s office in Charing Cross Road. I’d never 
been there but I knew the addicss because Uncle Nick had 
showed me one or tw r o letters from him. I went up some very 
dirty stairs by the side of a music shop. In the room marked 
Enquiries about twenty people, all kinds, were sitting along the 
walls, which had been distempered, some years before, a sad 
mauve. It had a thick mixed smell of old cigarette smoke, 
underclothes worn too long, and some sort of antiseptic stuff 
that wasn’t winning. At the far end of the room, next to a door 
marked Private , and behind a table, a typewriter and a tele- 
phone, sat a middle-aged woman. When I went closer I saw 
that she looked rather like a female Fishblick. On her wide 
flat bosom was pinned, under a black gunmetal knot, a watch 
nearly as big as a man’s. I looked at her; she looked at me; we 
hated each other at sight. 
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I told her I was enquiring about a friend of mine, Miss 
Nancy Ellis. 

Wasting no more eyesight on me, she looked at some papers. 
‘Nobody of that name here,’ she threw at me. 

'She used to be in an act called Susie, Nancy and Three 
Gentlemen — ’ 

‘Oh — them.’ They were now in the dustbin. ‘We no longer 
book that act. 1 

‘But you don’t know — ’ 

‘Haven’t the least notion.’ And she waved me away. 

And I went, partly because I felt a fool and partly because 
there were so many people waiting. I had an idea that if I’d 
told her I was with Nick Ollanton and was related to him, she 
wouldn’t have behaved like that. But I felt too shy. As I left 
the room rather slowly, one of the young men who’d been 
waiting joined me. He had black round his eyes and a rim of 
rouge round his collar to prove that he really was on the stage. 

‘ With guns on her,’ he began cheerfully, ‘ they could use her in 
the Navy — Dreadnought class. Asking for an audition, laddie?’ 

I told him I wasn’t, being in work, but I wanted to trace a 
girl whose act wasn’t booked now by Joe Bosenby. 

‘What’s her beautiful name, laddie?’ 

‘Nancy Ellis.’ 

‘I’ve heard it. I’ve seen it. I know it. Wait a minute, I — ’ 
But then, after raising my hopes, he brought them down with a 
crash. ‘No, can’t tell you, laddie. But you know what to do, 
don’t you? Take a dekko at all the adverts in the pro papers. 
Ought to be there somewhere even if she’s only under At 
Liberty .’ And he rattled off the names of these theatrical and 
variety weeklies, of which there were four or five then. After 
some trouble, I bought them all, and took them to Walham 
Green to read through carefully. But I couldn’t find Nancy 
Ellis, nor any mention anywhere of Susie and Bob Hodson. 
It was maddening. I felt like a man in a desert who’d suddenly 
seen a spring bubbling into the air and then vanishing. 

I went to Joe Bosenby’s again, though, during our last week 
in London, and this time I was accompanying Uncle Nick, 
who’d asked me the night before to meet him there, without 
telling me why. There were people — and they looked the same 
people — still waiting in that outer room. Uncle Nick, with me 
keeping close to him, strode past that dragon-woman without 
giving her a nod, even a look, straight into Joe Bosenby’s private 
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office, which was all mahogany, signed photographs, deep arm- 
chairs, and the rich mingled odours of cigars, whisky and brandy. 

‘Hello, Nick — and hello to you, young fellow! Have a cigar. 
I think old Pitter’s got ’em all lined up for you along there, 
but I’d better make sure.’ He rang a bell. ‘And I’ll tell you 
frankly, Nick old boy, I doubt if there’s another agency in 
London that could have found so many for you to look over. 
And I’ll also admit, while I’m at it, that I couldn’t have done 
it myself. It’s old Pitter — ’ 

‘That’s no news, Joe,’ said Uncle Nick dryly. ‘I know about 
old Pitter. Though I don’t know how he docs it. What arc you 
paying him now — thirty bob a week? ’ 

‘Certainly not, Nick,’ said Bosenby, almost proudly. ‘Two 
pounds.’ 

‘How’s his wife nowadays?’ 

‘Still ailing but not failing — worse luck. That’s why I raised 
him to two pounds.’ 

‘I hope you can afford it, Joe,’ said Uncle Nick, with one of 
his daikly sardonic glances. ‘I don’t like to think of you throw- 
ing your money about.’ 

There was a timid knocking at the side-door, not the one 
we’d used, and Pitter came in, elderly, stooping, shabby. In 
those days there were still old clerks or humble general assist- 
ants who seemed to have been left over from the vanished 
Dickens world, who still worked very long hours, always terrified 
of being dismissed, for just enough to keep them alive; and 
clearly Pitter was one of them. He trembled at the sound of 
Bosenby’s loud if wheezy voice. ‘All ready for Mr Ollanton 
along there, Pitter?’ 

‘Yes, quite ready, Mr Bosenby.’ 

‘Have you been keeping them quiet, Mr Pitter?’ Uncle 
Nick asked, using a much friendlier tone than Bosenby had. 

‘I’ve done my best, Mr Ollanton, but you can imagine what 
some of them are like when they find so many others there. 
They’re not easy to deal with, Mr Ollanton, not easy at all. 
May I ask how you’ve been keeping, sir?’ 

‘Can’t grumble, Mr Pitter. Oh — and this is my nephew, 
in the act with me, Richard Hemcastle.’ 

‘A great pleasure, Mr Herncastle. I’ve often had the 
privilege — ’ 

‘No doubt,’ said Bosenby, cutting in brutally, ‘but let’s get 
on with it, Pitter. Our time’s valuable even if yours isn’t.’ 
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‘Of course. I’m sorry, Mr Bosenby. This way, please, 
gentlemen.' 

We went by way of the side-door into a dingy corridor. On 
our left, behind two closed doors, a piano was being thumped 
and some people seemed to be rehearsing a ragtime dance 
number. We went further along and Pitter opened a door on 
the right, holding it for us and smiling uncertainly. He might 
have been the humble host at a party of Dickensian clerks. 
But when we passed him we might have been walking into a story 
by the Brothers Grimm. It was a small but rather high room, 
with peeling yellowish wallpaper and just one picture, enormous 
and very dark, of an idiotic horse. And it was full of dwarfs. 

‘This is enough for me,’ said Bosenby at the top of his voice. 
‘Give you the bloody creeps. So I’ll leave you to it, Nick old 
boy. Pick where you like. See you later.’ 

There seemed to be scores of them when we first looked in, 
but after Bosenby had left us, I realised that actually there were a 
dozen. They had been making quite a noise, arguing and laugh- 
ing, but now they were all silent, all still, their eyes staring up at 
ours. They all belonged to the same physical type as Barney, 
with big heads, small bodies, tiny legs, and two or thrdfe of them 
looked exactly like him. Some looked prosperous, smart 
manikins, ready to do business; others were very shabby and 
seemed either over-anxious or sulky; and one with a great over- 
hanging forehead, rolling ryes, and a slobbering mouth, looked 
quite mad. But even while I noticed these differences among 
them, I still half-felt in some weird dream. (And occasionally 
they popped up in dreams, for years afterwards.) I don’t 
believe I could have attended to anything properly in there, 
have gone round asking names and making notes. Even Barney 
sometimes still made me feel uncomfortable; and the effect here 
was not that of Barney multiplied by twelve but by twelve 
hundred. True, I felt genuinely sorry for them and, in a queer 
way, half-ashamed of myself for being so different; and yet — 
and yet — not through me, not really through them, poor little 
chaps — something sinister crept into the room, into the after- 
noon, into tliis life on the stage with Uncle Nick. Here, well 
before the next passage of this life had begun, anticipating 
the peculiar colouring and tone it would have, a certain note 
was sounded, like a horn sounding distantly in an orchestra, 
and it was sinister. But of course 1 didn’t know then I would 
look back on this afternoon, would hear that sinister note 
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repeated, when I began the next tour with Uncle Nick. We 
shall come to that recognition in its own place. 

Meanwhile, Uncle Nick, a tallish man in any company, was 
busy, a stooping giant, among the dwarfs, closely regarding 
them and asking questions, with Pitter at his elbow occasion- 
ally supplying information. Finally they seemed to settle on one, 
very like Barney in appearance but giving the impression that 
he was far less excitable and silly. I heard his name, which w r as 
Philip Tcwby. But by this time several of the odder dwarfs 
were becoming noisy, complaining loudly and shouting at each 
other in their disappointment. 

‘That's enough, Mr Pitter,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘Let’s get out 
of this — and tell ’em they can all go home.’ We left screams of 
rage behind us. ‘I've made a note of his name — Philip Tewby.’ 

‘I think you’ll find him a responsible little chap, Mr Ollan- 
ton,’ said Pitter. ‘I know they w r ere pleased with him at the 
Balham pantomime. Have you any idea when you’ll be wanting 
him, Mi Ollanton?’ 

‘Not yet, Mr Pitter. I'll wire you as soon as I do. Anti I’m 
much obliged to you fot finding me so many to choose from. 
IIa\ e a i igar, Mr Pitter 3 ' 

‘Thank you very much, Mr Ollanton.’ He was blushing v ith 
pleasuie. ‘It’s exceedingly kind of you, I'm sure. Thank you.’ 
He handed us back into the presence of Joe Boscnby, who was 
shouting down the telephone. 

‘I’ve got one w r ho looks useful,’ said Uncle Nick when 
Boscnby hud finished. ‘Pitter knows about him. He can attend 
to it when I wire. Now, Joe, how’s our bill looking for the new 
tour . 3 Any news?’ 

‘ The Ragtime Three arc fixed. Happy with the middle of the 
bill though they’re a big draw. Now about Lily Fairis, Nick. 
She has to go on top, old boy. They go off their heads about her 
in Lancashire. It’s not Lily herself that’s insisting on top billing, 
but her pianist chap, Mergen, who’s her manager — and though 
he looks soft he’s as hard as bloody nails.’ 

‘So am I, Joe.’ 

‘I know, Nick— harder. But you’re getting the same money 
she is — and why should you bother? You’ll be still packing 
them in when she’s back on the end of a pier. Let the little 
lady have it, old boy — eh? All right? Done.’ Pleased at having 
settled this billing, which he knew the head office of the syndi- 
cate would accept, Bosenby gave me a smile that turned into a 
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leer. ‘ Lily Farris — eh, young man? Something to look forward 
to there, if you can get on the right side of her, ’cos she’s not too 
easy to please, Lily isn’t. Seen her act? ’ 

‘Yes, I have. She’s boring.’ 

‘That’s my lad,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘Can’t see anything in 
her myself. Well, we’d better be going.’ 

‘Just a minute, please, uncle.’ I looked at Bosenby. ‘I came 
here, the other day, to ask about Nancy Ellis, but the old girl 
out there neither knew nor cared.’ 

‘No, Violet thinks they no longer (fcxist if I don’t book ’em. 
And they left me. Nothing to do with little Nancy, of course. It’s 
the sister and her fool of a husband. I’ll try to find out where 
they are and what they’re doing.’ He made a note on a pad. 
‘And next time, young fellow, don't let Violet stop you. Ask 
for me and don’t take No for an answer. But wait a minute. 
If I get the information, where do I send it? Where are you 
going to be during your two weeks out?’ 

‘I’ll write it for you.’ 

Uncle Nick looked over my shoulder. ‘You’re not expecting 
to go to bed with anybody in Kettlew ell, are you, lad? ’ 

‘No. I’m going then* to do some painting.’ 

‘Well, that’ll be a change.’ But I knew that he was pleased. 
Uncle Nick always liked the idea of my painting, and in the end 
it was through him, years later, that I was able to become a 
full-time professional watercolour painter. 

Joe Bosenby stared at the address I had passed over to him. 
‘ Kettlcwcll? I've never heard of it.’ 

‘And it’s never heard of you, Joe,’ said Inch' Nick. ‘You'd 
be as strange as a Zulu up there.’ 


10 


I don’t suppose Joe Bosenby liked me any better than I 
liked him, but, after all, Uncle Nick was one of the most success- 
ful performers on his list so I was worth a little trouble, even 
though it was probably Pitter who found the address in Hamp- 
stead at which Nancy could be reached. It arrived after I’d 
been several days in Kettlcwell, and I didn't write until a few 
more days had gone by. But it was a long letter, beginning with 
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a brief reference to her curious behaviour in Plymouth, but 
then going into a fairly detailed account of how I was spending 
my time up there — the great walks, the sketching and then 
sometimes something better than sketching, the huge meals to 
which I returned when the light was going, the odd characters 
I met. And I ended simply by saying that I felt she would have 
enjoyed most of it too and that I was always thinking about her. 
1 don’t know if it was a good letter or not; but I certainly meant 
it. 

For the ignorant, the under-privileged, the uninitiated, I 
must explain that Kettlcwell is in Upper Wharfedale, and fiom 
it a good walker, going in almost every direction, can reach 
some of the most beautiful country in the world. In 1914, 
before moorland tracks became motor roads, it seemed remote 
and wonderfully unspoilt. I had gone latlui early for this 
country and on the tops some days my hands felt frozen, and 
one or two afternoons were daikcned and slashed by sleet. 
But going up there for most of my two weeks out wms the most 
sensible, icfieshing and heartening thing I did in all that time 
when I was appearing with Uncle Nick. I came c loser than I’d 
evei done btfoic to feeling that I realty was a painter, not yc t a 
good one but at least a hopeful one; I walked in .til weathers 
but the very wotst; I returned, tired but triumphant, to smell the 
ham and eggs in the pan for me and then to smoke diowsily 
in the lamplit peace. All the variety stages, all the Empires, 
seemed far off and almost unbelievable. I stemed to be in 
another country, breathing an altogether different air. And 
if 1 pass over this intermission quickly, that is not because I 
have forgotten it — for some of it attached itself to the very 
centre of my being— but because it was entirely separate from 
my vaiiety-stage life, so has no pait in this account of that life. 

But I knew when I had to leave them that I had found 
refieshment, sustenance, sanity, among the great hills. Wliat 
I didn’t know was how soon I might hace to call upon these 
resources. 




Boole Three 




I 


We were opening this tour in Liverpool, and on the Sunday 
evening I joined Uncle Nick and Cissie there. They hadn't 
liked the digs they’d had before in Liverpool, so we were all 
three staying at a small old-fashioned hotel {Bed. and Breakfast 
Five Shillings) not far from Lime Street Station. Uncle Nick 
and Cissie had just had ? week together at Bournemouth but 
hadn’t enjoyed it. But Uncle Nick didn’t like Liverpool either, 
and told me why he didn’t, a few minutes after I’d joined them 
in the hotel. 

‘It has some fine buildings, as you’ll sec, lad,’ he began. 
‘Good art gallery too, I believe. But after you’ve seen Rotter- 
dam and Amsterdam, Hamburg and Bremen, Copenhagen and 
Stockholm, as I have, this plate makes you wonder what’ll 
happen to us. They’re clean, this is filthy. They’re civilised, 
this isn’t— except in spots. It’s full of huge policemen moving 
on hordes of gutter rats. Where the fine buildings stop, the 
slums start, miles of ’em. 1 wouldn’t keep a dog there. However, 
it’s a good date.’ 

‘Who have we got with us this time uncle?’ 

‘I can not only tell vou that, lad, but I can give you the 
running order, which I was largely instrumental in fixing.’ 
He produced a notebook. ‘First turn — DuJJield's Dogs — ’ 

‘They’re sweet,’ said Cissie. 

‘You keep ’em, girl, I don’t w r ant ’em. Then — Tlu Colman — ■’ 

‘ So you’ll have Nonic rubbing herself against you, Dick.’ 

‘I won’t,’ I told her. ‘But I hope she’ll leave Barney alone 
this time.’ 

‘Next — Number Three — Lowson Brothers. Know the act? 
Well, they’re a couple of ambitious but not very bright lads 
who do some dancing — not bad — and some of the most un- 
funny crosstalk in the business. I’ve put ’em in front of us 
because they’re not bad enough to send the customers out to 
the bars and not good enough to spoil our welcome. So then 
we’re in the same spot. By the way, I’ve had some new band 
parts copied while we were in London, and a German friend of 
mine, Max Forster, has worked on the score for me, improving 
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it. So perhaps I’d better join you tomorrow at the band call, 
Richard — just this once, that’s all.’ 

I told him I’d be grateful if he would. ‘What about the 
second half of the bill, uncle? ’ 

‘It opens with Montana — a balancing act. He’s a Swiss who 
does a lot of things nobody particularly wants him to do, while 
balancing on a ball. A dullish safe act. Next is Lottie Dean, who’s 
modelled her act on Florrie Forde — thighs a yard wide in 
tights and idiot chorus songs. She’s followed by Lily Farris, 
who doesn’t mind following her because they’re such a contrast. 
And the last turn is The Ragtime Three, who like being last 
because they can give encores, if they’ve any voice left, at the 
second house. That’s the lot. I’ve been on better bills and I’ve 
been on worse. We oughtn’t to do badly.’ 

‘What I’m wondering is — are they nice friendly people?’ 
Cissie said, rather wistfully. 

‘You’ll have to make friends with Duflield’s dear little 
doggies, girl. I’d say the rest of ’em arc cither dull or dam’ silly.’ 

‘I’ll miss Bill Jennings and Hank Johnson,’ I said. 

‘So will I, lad. But Joe booked them into the West End 
halls, and then, on the strength of that, they’re going Sack to 
America in September. They’re the only friends I’ve made 
in the profession for the last couple of years or so. Some of you 
people — ’ and he looked from me to Cissie as if there were a 
dozen of us — ‘seem to think I don’t want any friends. And 
certainly I don’t want to be cluttered up with dear old pals who 
aren’t dear or old or pals, but I like to be on the road with one 
or two men I can talk to, as distinct from spongers and idiots, 
the sort that somebody like Tommy Beamish would gather 
round him like wasps round a jam pot.’ 

‘W'hat’s happened to Tommy Beamish?’ I asked. 

‘ He had a bit of a breakdown after that trouble he ran into,’ 
Uncle Nick said grimly. ‘But Joe told me he’s preparing a new 
sketch that he’ll take through the Midlands, Yorkshire, the 
North-East and Scotland. He won’t overlap with us anywhere, 
I’m glad to say. Now then, lad, while I remember. As soon as 
you see Sam, Ben and Barney in the morning, warn ’em I’m 
going to run through the Vanishing Cyclist tomorrow aftei noon — 
we might be all a trifle rusty.’ 

‘ What about the two-dwarf illusion, uncle? ’ 

‘Haven’t got to diagrams yet, lad. Now you’ll have to be 
up early in the morning. Better get to bed.’ 
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It was a wet Monday — as it nearly always seemed to be when 
I had to go down early — and though we were into spring, 
Liverpool appeared huge, gloomy, unfriendly. All our stuff was 
safely in; I warned Sam, Ben and Barney about the afternoon 
rehearsal; and then, after some coffee that seemed to have been 
dredged up from the Mersey, I hung about waiting for the band 
call and for Uncle Nick. As he was late I had a chance to take a 
look at most of the others. After all, we’d be sharing the same 
bill for months to come. 

I didn’t see either Duffield or his dogs, only a tired-looking 
woman who, I was told afterwards, was Duffield’s sister and 
did all the real work. Nonie Colmar had come along with 
her uncle, Gustav; he gave me a nod and she put her tongue out 
at me. Montana and his wife, who handed him the instruments 
he played while balancing on his big metal ball, looked a dull 
Swiss couple who ought to have been running a small hotel. 
Lottie Dean, probably about fifty and with dyed red hair, was 
a battleship of a woman, who had in anxious attendance, like 
a destroyer going round and round a dreadnought, a little 
woman, pale and thin, who was always addressed as ‘Oh — 
for God’s sake — Ethel!’ The Lowson Brothers, Bert and Ted, 
parted their hair in the middle and had it plastered to their 
skulls, wore green-striped suits, pink shirts, yellow shoes, and 
suggested a couple of Cockney barber’s assistants. But I must 
admit that by the time I’d accepted this suggestion I was feeling 
a bit depressed. Uncle Nick had now arrived, with Cissic, and 
I told them I wasn’t finding these other people on the bill very 
exciting. 

’They’re about average, I’d say,’ Uncle Nick observed. ‘And 
they’re here to entertain the audience, not you, lad.’ 

‘Dick’s thinking about his Nancy,’ said Cissie. ‘Or that 
Julie Blane. That’s his trouble.’ 

‘Well, let’s get on with it.’ Uncle Nick was about to take the 
stage, the new band parts under his arm, when to his disgust 
he found that The Ragtime Three — all three of them too — had 
claimed the attention of the conductor and his sixteen men. 
He retreated, cursing them all. 

‘You too, Mr Ollanton?’ We’d been joined by a man who 
introduced himself to Cissie and me — Uncle Nick, after giving 
him a nod, being busy with a cigar, in defiance of all the notices 
about No Smoking — as Otto Mergen, Lily Farris’s pianist and 
manager, the man I’d heard Joe Bosenby mention. ‘Miss 
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Gissie Mapes? Yes, of course. Mr Richard Herncastle? A 
pleasure. Mr Ollanton’s nephew who wants to be a painter. 
Isn’t that so? Yes, he mentioned you to us. Lily’s up in her 
dressing-room, but she’ll be down soon. You like Liverpool, 
Miss Mapes? ’ 

‘No, she doesn’t, Mcrgen,’ said Uncle Nick, who was still 
out of temper. ‘And neither do I. Business should be good, 
though.’ 

‘I think so. Yes, I think so.’ He said something else but he 
spoke softly and it was impossible to hear him, there was now 
such a blast of sound from the orchestra and the three ragtimers 
— all youngish Americans, a plump one playing the piano, a 
tall one playing the saxophone, a medium-sized one doing the 
singing or shouting. 

‘What a bloody din!’ And Uncle Nick didn’t say it, he 
shouted it, and as at that moment the noise had been sharply 
cut off, everybody heard it. Somebody laughed, but not on the 
stage, where the three of them stared in our direction. While 
the pianist and saxophone player argued with the conductor, 
the one who’d been singing came ofF and marched truculently 
up to Uncle Nick. ‘Who called it a bloody din?’ he demanded. 

‘I did,’ Uncle Nick said calmly. ‘I’ll say it again if you like. 
What a bloody din!’ He replaced the cigar, lowered his head 
slightly, and stared darkly at the young man, whose truculence 
was oozing away. There was always something unusually 
formidable about Uncle Nick. 

‘That’s because you’re out of date on these new numbers, 
Pop.’ 

‘Don’t call me Pop,’ said Uncle Nick fiercely. ‘And don’t be 
all morning with that band. As for your new numbers, I shared 
a bill for months a year ago with Hedges Brothers and Jacobsen, 
who brought ’em here. And they were a bloody din then too.’ 

‘ Come on, Marcus boy,’ one of them called from the stage. 

‘Now get a move on with it,’ said Uncle Nick, waving him 
away. 

*1 don’t think I’d like to quarrel with you, Mr Ollanton,’ 
Mcrgen said softly. ‘But hadn’t we better move a little further 
away? Lily ought to be down any moment now.’ 

We left the wings and the spread of the big white working 
light, and we moved into a little space at the top of some steps 
that went down towards the stage door. This was wide open, 
letting in the daylight, and there was also some daylight coming 

196 



in at the back of the stage, where the sets had been brought in 
earlier. But as well as this drift of daylight, our little space had 
two electric bulbs, one painted red, the other yellow. The result 
was a queer mixed light I never remembered seeing before, a 
light in which even familiar faces like Uncle Nick’s and Gissie’s 
looked odd and rather sinister. As for Mergen, I had felt there 
was something sinister about him, felt it right from the first; 
and now while we w aited there and I had time to take him in, 
the effect was stronger still: he seemed a figuie of corruption. 

He was a man of no particulai age, anything between an 
unhealthy forty-five and a fairly spry sixty-five; a fattish baggy 
man, hair and eyes a kind of light pewter, his face a yellow- 
giey, but with a thick-lipped, swollen mouth rather like the 
sort of mouth ventiiloquists’ dolls are given. He spoke slowly 
and softly, without any obvious foreign accent yet with that 
extra care which educated foreigners bring to their English. 
(Uncle Nick told me lalei that he thought Mergen came origin- 
ally from some Baltic country.) There w'as also a ceitain tone in 
his voice, together with an obvious desire to please, that re- 
minded me of some parsons and priests: he might have been 
a missionary of some remote and evil ichgion. And the final 
and most iionical fact about Otto Mergen— -though I only dis- 
covered it much later —wasn’t simply that he went round, year 
after year, accompanying an English variety star, but that, 
under another name, it w.is he who wrote and composed the 
naively girlish, sentimental and very English songs Lily Farris 
made so popular, the identical songs I was to hear being roared 
out in eitaimnets behind the lino at Neuve Chapellc and Loos. 

lily Farris now appeared, and w r ith her was a young man 
who looked like a desperate blond rabbit. His name was Alfred 
Dunsop, and, after being sharply prompted by Lily, he invited 
us all to lunch at the Adelphi Hotel. Then Lily and Mergen, 
Uncle Nick and I, left him with Cissie w’hile we attended to 
our band call. Uncle Nick told Lily she could go first; Mergen 
had already distributed their band parts, and now he went to 
the piano recovering from the ragtimer; Lily spoke to the con- 
ductor, who was obviously well acquainted with her act; 
Mergen gave some cues from the piano; and he and Lily were 
so experienced, business-like, quick, that they were through in 
ten minutes. Uncle Nick, who alw'ays lost his temper with con- 
ductors, now lost it again, told me to do what I could with this 
conceited blockhead, and went striding off the stage. When I 
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had finished, I found Mergen waiting for me, to tell me that 
the other four had gone in Alfred Dunsop’s car to the Adelphi. 
It had stopped raining, he said, and if I didn’t object, then he 
and I might walk to the hotel, where he and Lily were staying. 

‘Who’s this Alfred Dunsop?’ I asked him as we started 
ofr. 

‘Alfred is the only son of a very rich cotton man,’ he replied 
in his soft careful way. ' I believe his father supplied many many 
millions of Hindoos with their loin-cloths. All your Ganga Dun’s 
poorer relatives, we might say, are Dunsop Senior’s customers. 
Not Alfred’s yet. Alfred does not pay much attention to business. 
For some months now, he’s been completely infatuated with 
Lily. He’s her slave.’ 

‘And what about her? She seemed to be bossing him.’ 

‘She never stops bossing him, we might say. As far as she is 
concerned, Alfred is there to be bossed.’ We were making our 
way along a crowded pavement, and then we had to cross a road, 
so there was no more talk for several minutes. 

‘I think I must tell you a little about Lily,’ he began when 
we could talk again. ‘She is the third of eight children of a 
cabinet maker — not a first-class man — in West Hajn. She has 
no secrets from me, so she took me once to visit her family. It 
was a very good home to get away fioin and then stay aw'ay 
from. Do you know West Ham? ’ 

I didn’t, but I’d no chance to tell him so because we were now 
separately dodging round some men who were selling and buy- 
ing noon editions of the evening papers. 

‘So Lily enjoys singing about love,’ he began again, ‘and 
is attracted to men, but she hasn’t the least desire for marriage, 
domesticity, a family life. Probably because he has not suc- 
ceeded in making her his mistress, Alfred would marry her 
at once, but she laughs at him. And of course Alfred is very 
easy to laugh at. He looks a fool — and he is a fool. He is at the 
opposite extreme, we might say, from your uncle, Mr Ollanton, 
who is a clever man and clearly a very formidable man.’ 

4 Yes, Uncle Nick’s got plenty of character.’ 

‘And Lily and I deeply appreciate his attitude towards her 
top billing. Most courteous, very gracious. You w r on’t think me 
intrusive, I hope, if I ask what his relations are with Miss — er — 
Mapes? ’ 

‘She’s in the act. They share digs. He has a wife but they’ve 
separated.’ I told him so much because I wondered what he 
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was up to, for I was certain he never talked for talking’s sake 
and was always up to something. 

‘From your knowledge of him, do you think he will be 
strongly attracted by Lily?’ 

‘No, I don’t.’ And I didn’t, but the reason I gave him such 
a curt answer was that talking like this, with a stranger in the 
crowded Liverpool streets, suddenly seemed idiotic. 

‘ And why not, may I ask.-* ’ 

‘Oh well — ’ I hesitated partly because I wanted to appear 
reluctant but also because I didn t want to tell him that Uncle 
Nick didn't like Lily’s act. ‘I don’t know — but— well, Uncle 
Nick’s mind doesn’t lun much on women. He has to have one 
around — you know — but I really can’t see him chasing Lily 
Fan is.’ 

‘ I am very glad to hear you say so,’ Mergen said emphatically. 

‘ Wry glad indeed. The young men we saw this morning seemed 
anything but formidable, though of course Lily didn’t see them 
herself.’ 

‘I’m hungry,’ I told him. ‘I need that lunch I’ve been in- 
vited to. Let’s push on.’ 

The head waitci, who knew Alfied Dunsop, gave us a rather 
small rectangular table. Alfred sat at one end, with Lily on his 
right and Cissie on his left. Unde Nick was next to Lily; Mergen 
was at the othci end, facing Alfred; and 1 sat between Mergen 
and Cissie, facing Uncle Nick and Lily. While we were ordeiing 
and talking about nothing in particular I took a good look 
acioss the table at Lily Fan is. In her act, which I had seen and 
found boring, because I didn't enjoy very sentimental ballads 
sung in a sweet-young-girl soprano, she looked about eighteen. 
Heie, without her light-brown ringlets and pink-and-white 
make-up, she looked about ten years older. Her chief feature 
was a long nose, not jutting out at all, thin and straight. Her 
eyes were curious, not because of their colour, a muddy hazel, 
but because, without being protuberant, they were the opposite 
of deep-set, almost in the same plane as her forehead and 
cheeks, rather like the eyes of some delicate animal. And she 
had a tight hard upper-lip but a full if narrow under-lip. She 
wasn’t beautiful, not really even pretty, but I could imagine 
that if you wanted to look at that face, then, like Alfred, you 
might want to look at it a lot. A suggestion of the sweet-inno- 
cent-young-girl of the act hung about her; and this was even 
more obvious in her voice — and I mean her ordinary speaking 
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voice that she was using now across the table — which she used 
very carefully, though she still had some trace of the Cockney 
left, and gave the impression she was a good little girl thanking 
teacher for a prize. In addition, she had a trick of opening her 
eyes wide at moments when she was listening or talking. 

I’d been talking to Cissie for a few minutes about the other 
people on the bill when Lily held my eye, smiled, and said 
in her good-little-girl tone: ‘I hear you’re a naughty bad 
boy.’ 

‘Who told you? Cissie, I’ll bet.’ 

‘Now, Dick, I didn’t,’ Cissie began. 

But Lily, though she might not have seemed to have the 
voice for it, was clearly a ruthless cutter-in. ‘Can I call you 
Dick too? If you’ll call me Lily.’ 

‘All right, Lily.’ Uncle Nick and Mergen were talking, 
probably about the tour and business. Cissie was now in 
retreat, and anyhow was always ready to be happy with her 
food, and Alfred was staring with his mouth open. 

‘Tell me, Dick,’ said Lily, ‘do you paint people?’ 

‘No, I don’t. Only landscapes.’ 

‘Not people at all?’ 

‘Oh — well, I’ve tried a few sketches of faces, but I don’t 
pretend to be any good at it.’ 

‘I believe you’re just being modest now.’ 

‘ He did a lovely one of me.’ This was Cissie, emerging from 
her breast of duck. 

‘Well then,’ said Idly, not even bothering to look at Cissie, 
‘you can do one of me. Alfred would buy it. Wouldn’t you, 
Alfred?’ 

Alfred had a try for independence, probably his last. ‘Well, 
I might — and then again I might not.’ 

I could talk like that: ‘And I might do it — and then again I 
might not.’ 

It was then I felt a distinct pressure of another foot against 
mine. It wasn’t Cissie’s, I knew, and it certainly wasn’t Alfred’s, 
and Uncle Nick and Mergen, still talking hard, were on the 
wrong side for this pressure. Only Lily could be giving me this 
signal, but there was no hint of it in the reproachful look she 
was giving me. 

‘I’m sorry if I said the wrong thing, Dick. But don’t you 
think you might try?’ The pressure increased, was almost 
urgent. 
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‘I don’t care about anybody buying the sketch, Lily. It’s 
just that it isn’t my kind of work. It needs a different kind of 
artist. But if you really want me to try, then I will.’ 

‘ This afternoon? ’ 

‘Hey — whoa!’ Alfred cried. ‘Steady the Buffs, Lily! Don’t 
forget — ’ 

‘Oh — do shut up, Alfred. It wasn’t a definite arrangement.’ 
She looked at me. ‘This afternoon?’ 

‘ Sorry — we’re rehearsing.’ 

‘Go on — I’ll bet you aren’t.’ 

‘And I’ll bet he is,’ said Uncle Nick very firmly. ‘I don’t 
know about you, Miss Farris, but in my line ol business we have 
to keep working at it. So we’ll have to be off, soon.’ 

‘I hear you have a wonderful act, Mr Ollanton,’ said Lily, 
very dignified now. ‘I’ll sneak into the back of a box and watch 
it.’ 

We left Lily and Co. still sitting at the table and took a 
taxi back to the Empire. (Uncle Nick had sold his car while wc 
were in London, and he was now brooding over buying a new’ 
one.) ‘I hope one of you thanked that chap Allred for his 
lunch. Because I didn’t. Got a lot more money than sense, that 
chap has. One of the nuts, I suppose,’ Uncle Nick concluded 
contemptuously. ‘You’ve got a long face, Richard lad. Think 
you ought to be drawing Lily this afternoon, instead of riding 
that bike — eh? ’ 

‘No, I don’t. It was her idea, not mine.’ 

‘ I oughtn’t to have said anything to her about you and that 
Julie Blane,’ said Cissie. ‘Put ideas into hei head, I could see 
that.’ 

‘Not ideas,’ Uncle Nick told her. ‘One idea. The one that’s 
always in your head.’ 

‘No, it isn’t, Nick, and w'cll you know it. But I’ll tell you one 
thing, both of you. I don’t like that lot. I have a lunny feeling 
about ’em— her and that Mr Mergen and that silly Alfred, 
who’s just dotty on her and she doesn’t care tuppence for him. 
Yes, I have a funny feeling.’ She looked defiantly at Uncle 
Nick and then at me. 

‘That’s all right, Cissie,’ I said. ‘So have I.’ 

‘ Now w hat’s all this, you tw o? ’ Uncle Nick snorted at us. 

And then I remembered w hat I’d felt when we’d been looking 
at the dw'arfa, that afternoon at Joe Bosenby’s. ‘ I know what I 
feel about them, though I can’t tell you why. They’re sinister. 

201 



I know it sounds silly, Uncle Nick, but I can’t help it. They’re 
sinister* 

'You’re getting as bad as Cissie, lad. Sinister!’ 

‘All right, uncle, all right. I’m fanciful. But for all that,’ 
I added slowly, ‘I don’t think I’m going to like this tour.’ 


2 

One of my troubles during the first weeks of that tour was 
that I kept expecting a reply to my long letter to Nancy. I’d 
asked her to write to me cart- of Bosenby’s office, which of 
course always knew where I was. But every post was a disap- 
pointment, until I forced myself to believe she would never 
write. Another trouble was that though I might believe there 
was something sinister about Lily and Mergen, they had at 
least some fascination for me in their different ways, whereas 
the rest of the people w'ith us were a dead loss. I simply couldn’t 
bother about them. 

•w 

The three Colmar men (I’ll come to Nonie later) had always 
been aloof, though I did see them around with the two Swiss, 
Montana and his wife. Dufficld’s sister, who did all the work, 
alw'ays seemed tired and rather frightened. Dufficld himself, 
who sported a bristling moustache, had once had a commission 
in the militia and still liked to call himself Captain; and accord- 
ing to Lily and Cissie, he fancied himself with the gills. Lottie 
Dean and her ‘Oh — for God’s sake — Ethel’, who fussed over 
her as if she were Madame Melba, meant as much to me as I 
did to them. Bert and Ted Low'son were harmless but not my 
sort. As for The Ragtime Three, who w-ere called Benton, Duff and 
Marcus, they were the kind of Americans I didn’t like then and 
have never liked since, just as Bill Jennings and Hank Johnson 
were the kind I’ve always taken to at once, being calm and 
easy, amusing and friendly. Benton was solemnly boring, Duff 
was loud and brash, and Marcus w-as both boring and brash. 
No new friends there. 

The one who was really enjoying herself at last, with six 
new men on the same bill with her, was little Nonie Colmar. 
She seemed to be giggling and squirming in every possible 
corner. This was the life for Nonie. And it was a nuisance simply 
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because of its effect on Barney, who now hardly saw her at all 
and was of course wildly jealous. The further result was that 
he was becoming unreliable in his work and harder to handle. 
I didn’t really like Barney, he was too silly and excitable and 
too fond of showing off, but because he was a dwarf I was sorry 
for him. So on the first few weeks of this tour, Sam and Ben 
Hayes and I were always having to chase after him or cover up 
for him, giving ourselves extra work so that Uncle Nick wouldn’t 
notice how unreliable Barney was becoming, wouldn’t kick him 
out and put in his place a steady intelligent dwarf— like Philip 
Tcwby. (I couldn’t forget that name.) Of course, once Uncle 
Nick had passed the diagram stage of his new illusion, he would 
need two dwarfs; but he hadn’t arrived at any diagrams yet, 
and because I guessed he w'as feeling frustrated, I didn’t want 
to question him. He was in fact moody and irritable during 
these weeks, as poor Cissie complained to me more than once. 

Later in the Liverpool week I tried a pen-and-wash drawing 
of Lily, who ‘sat’ for me rather grandly, as if she were minor 
royalty and I were an academician, in the sitting-room of her 
suite at the Adelphi. (Unlike Uncle Nick, a careful West 
Riding man, Lily liked to splash her salary as she went along. 
I gathered, however, that she and Meigen made plenty of extra 
money out of the sheet music of their songs.) Mcrgen wasn’t 
around that afternoon — probably he was busy with some 
unimaginable wickedness of his own — but halfway through the 
sitting, to my annoyance, Alfred came trotting in, not looking 
quite as vacuous as before because his eyes were clouded with 
suspicion. ‘Hello, hello, hello! What’s going on.-” 

‘Lily’s doing the dance of the seven veils,’ I told him. ‘And 
I’m cleaning a bicycle.’ 

Lily giggled. ‘Don’t be silly, Alfred. And go awf>y.* 

‘I’m not being silly, it’s him. I can look, can’t I?’ And to 
prove that he could, he stared over my shoulder. ‘Well, I don’t 
think that’s very like her.’ 

‘Neither do I.’ And I got up, tore the drawing across twice, 
and went looking for a wastepaper basket. 

Lily was furious, not with me but with Alfred. She didn’t 
explode at all — she wasn’t the explosive type — but she went 
over to him and said through her teeth: ‘ Now look what you’ve 
done, you bloody twat. Get out and stay out.’ 

‘Half a jiff, Lily,’ he protested. ‘I didn’t mean any harm. 
And who is he anyhow— just a cheeky young blighter — ’ 

203 



‘I’m telling you. Get out and stay out.’ And he had to go. 

I was busy packing up my sketching gear. She came closer 
and watched me, not speaking until I’d finished. Then she said 
softly: ‘I get mad with him sometimes, he’s such a twerp. But 
he’s rolling in money and doesn’t mind chucking it about. You 
could find him useful, like I do. You didn’t have to tear that 
drawing up, Dick. Nasty temper you’ve got, haven’t you, 
dear?’ 

‘No, I haven’t, Lily.’ Then I gave her a grin. ‘To tell you 
the truth, that sketch was going wrong anyhow. Otherwise, I 
wouldn’t have torn it up, not for a dozen Alfreds.’ 

‘You’ll try again then, won’t you? Shall I order us some tea? 
I always have some about now.’ 

From the time when the waiter came for the order to the 
time when he left us with the tea, sandwiches and cakes, she 
talked about our act, which she had seen from the back of a 
box as she had said she would, praising Uncle Nick and asking 
me various impersonal questions about him. But then, not 
long after the waiter had gone, she gave me one of her narrow 
smiles, which didn’t belong to her good-little-girl voice, and 
said: ‘You heard what Alfred called you- a cheeky young 
blighter? Are you, Dick? ’ 

‘ Not really. But I know what he meant, Lily.’ 

‘I wish you’d tell me something,’ she said softly. ‘I wish 
you’d tell me exactly — and I mean exactly — what you did with 
that actress — what’s-her-name — Julie Blane?’ Her eyes, looking 
green now, stared expectantly; her mouth had fallen open; 
and — though I may have imagined this — her long nose seemed 
to quiver a little: she looked a bit crazy. ‘Tell me everything 
you did. Go on.’ 

I don’t know if I blushed, probably I did. I certainly shook 
my head and mumbled something about not being able and 
not wanting to tell her. Remember, in spite of her little-girl 
act, she was about eight years older than I was and a top star, 
well known everywhere, singing numbers so popular that you 
could hear their choruses being rolled out, towards closing 
time, in hundreds of pubs. I might be embarrassed and a bit 
sickened, but I didn’t feel I could tell her to shut up. 

She leant forward and put a cool hand to my cheek. ‘I 
spoke too soon, didn’t I, dear? Later then, when w'e’re really 
friends. I expect you think I’ve a lot of friends, but I haven't. 
Have you?’ 
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‘No, I haven’t. And I don’t think I’ll make many on this 
tour. I’ve been feeling a bit depressed about it. We seem to have 
struck a poor lot this time.’ 

‘Nothing new to me, my dear. I’m very particular,’ she 
went on, in a false ladylike tone that reminded me of poor 
Cissie when she was trying to be grand, ‘very particular in- 
deed. I act friendly and don't put on too many airs — me being 
a star turn and all that— but as for being i rally friendly with 
most of the people on any bill — well, you ask Otto Mcrgen. 
He’ll tell you how very particular I am.’ 

‘What about him — Mergcn? I’m curious about him.’ 

‘You’re not the only one, dear. Otto’s a mystery man. He's 
be en with me five years now and still I don’t know much about 
him. Fiist time I met him, he was half a musical act, the 
other half being a German woman who must have weighed 
eighteen stone. She dropped dead one night when they were 
playing Collins’s, Islington — and if you’re going to drop dead, 
that’s as good a place as any so he talked me into taking him 
on. You’ve lieaid him. lie tan talk anybody into anything - 
very edui ated and all that -and lovely speaking voice, don’t 
you think?’ 

‘No, I don’t. Too soft and oily for me.’ 

‘That’s 'cos you’re North-conn tty. Also you might be jealous. 
But I don’t sleep with him, y’know, dear.’ 

‘I didn’t think you did, Lily.’ 

‘A lot of people do. They don’t say it straight out, but it’s 
written all over ’em. Including y r our friend Cissie Wh.it’s-it, 
but I wouldn’t call hei \cty bright, would you? I’ll tell you 
one thing about Otto Mcrgen. And it's a tip worth having, 
dear. Whatever you do, keep on the right side of him.’ 

‘Why? What will he do to im if I don’t?’ 

‘I don’t know. I don’t know' how it works. But things — and 
some of ’em very' nasty things — will start happening. No, it’s 
God's truth, Dick. I’ve seen it over and over again. So don’t say 
or do anything he can take offence at. And he’s very sensitive, 
Otto is. Just be careful, dear, tint’s all. Make a friend of him 
if you can.’ 

I nearly told her I’d just as soon think of making a friend 
of a crocodile. But what I did say was that I ought to be going. 
And I was just about to pick up my sketching gear when she 
came close to me, looked at me hard, and said in her little 
high voice: ‘I think Otto likes you. And he knows I do. When 
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you come to draw me next time, we won’t have Alfred butting 
in, we’ll lock the door. Now — don’t move.’ 

I’d just time to notice that her eyes were green again and 
her nose perhaps quivering, though I won’t swear to that, 
when she held my face lightly in both hands. Then she didn’t 
kiss me, as I thought she was going to do, but crammed her 
tongue into my mouth and took her hands away to run her 
fingers down my thighs. Though I hadn’t expected or wanted 
anything like this to happen, my arms of their own accord 
tried to go round her, but in a flash she was well out of reach. 

4 You’re an artful young sod, aren’t you?’ And she didn’t say 
it, she shouted it, quite angrily, and this time really did look 
crazy. And before I banged the door behind me, I heard her 
say a few other words I didn’t expect to hear, at least not from 
one of England’s sweethearts of song. When I was safely down 
the corridor, relieved to find I hadn’t left my sketching gear 
behind in the hurried exit, I spent a minute or two mopping 
my face and telling myself it was all quite true. 

And that wasn’t the end of it either. 1 was sharing a fairly 
big dressing-room with Sam and Ben Hayes and Barney that 
week, but afier our second show they changed before I did — 
they were meeting somebody in a pub and anyhow Ptoas feeling 
a bit dreamy — so I was alone there when, after some urgent 
knocking, Alfred came in, flushed and watery-c>ed. 

‘Hello — what’s-it— Hernstable — ’ 

‘It’s HcTncastle. You’ve just read it on the door.’ 

‘All right, all right, don’t get shirty, old man. Look what 
I’ve brought you.’ He was taking three bottles of whisky out 
of a brown-paper bag. ‘ All for you — though I’ll have a mouthful 
if you ask me nicely. Any glasses?’ He stared around and 
looked disgusted. ‘Rough luck having to put your disguise on 
and then take it off in this place, isn’t it? You ought to see the 
room that Lily has.’ 

‘She’s the star. I’m just one of the Indians.’ 

‘Clever turn that, though. Couldn’t think how you did it. 
But like to see you produce a clean glass, old man.’ 

I got up rather wearily and found the only clean glass wc 
had. ‘ Help yourself. I don’t w'ant any. I need some food before 
I can begin drinking whisky. But thank you for the three bottles, 
Alfred, if they really are for me.’ 

‘ Course they are. I told you. All for you — except for this drop 
I’m having. Cheers! Let’s sit down for a minute or two, talk 
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things over— er— Jack— no, that’s not it— Dick. Isn’t that 
right — Dick? Good!’ 

He wasn’t drunk but he’d been drinking, and now he tried 
to sprawl at ease on one of the hard little chairs we used, and he 
ended by icsting an elbow on the shelf, covered with our 
make-up stuff, that ran underneath the long lighted mirror. I 
hadn’t quite finished changing, so I w ent on with it while he 
talked. 

‘Came to apologise, Dick,’ he began, looking verv solemn. 
‘Lily's idea really. “You've got to apologise to that boy, 
Alfred,” she said to me. Those weie her very words, Dick old 
man. You accept my apology? Let’s get that settled first. You 
accept mv apology?’ He stared at me anxiously, his mouth 
wide open. 

‘Yes, Alfred. So just forget about it. And thanks again for 
the whisky. And help yourself.’ I was now busy with my tie. 

‘Sit down a minute, Dick old man. I want to say something 
very serious, and I can’t say it unless you’re sitting down. 
That’s better.’ But lie swallowed some whisky befoie staring at 
me anxiously again, squinting a little. 

‘All right, Alfred.’ I w as beginning to fee 1 impatient. ‘ What is 
it?’ 

‘I’m not going to mince woids, Dick old man. I’m not going 
to mince words.’ He said this as if he weie refusing to make 
shepherd’s pie out of a dictionary. ‘I love Lily Farris, and I 
don’t care who knows it. I’ve loved Lily Fanis ever since I 
fust saw her — and she sang There's a Stile hy the Meadow and 
Down Honeysuckle Lane. Marvellous 1 A gicat star turn, as we all 
know, but that’c only the beginning, only the beginning. Now 
y r ou don’t really know Lily , do vou?’ 

‘No, I don’t, Alfred.’ I icplicu without any hesitation. 

‘ Well I do, old man. I ought to, after following her all over 
the place. Chasing her at first, if you like- y< s, chasing her. But 
now wc'ic the greatest of friends. 1 hat’s .ill, though — friends.’ 
And here he might have been quite stern, with another kind of 
face and voice. ‘I think she’s fond of me. In fact I’m sure she is. 
And I’ve told you what I fed about her. But she’s not only a 
pure sweet girl — everybody knows that — but, Dick old man, 
while she has to put on a bit of an act as a star turn— I mean, ofT 
the stage, old man — behind it all she’s shy. Believe it or not, she’s 
desperately shy — shy' 

He stopped there, and after waiting a few moments I felt I 
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had to say something. ‘I dare say you’re right, Alfred. You 
really know her and I don’t. But I don’t understand why 
you’re telling me all this.’ 

‘I’ve a reason — a good reason.’ He frowned at his glass, and 
I think he was wondering what this reason was. ‘I’ll explain 
later. Don’t forget, Dick old man, I came to apologise. When she 
told me I must apologise, I said, “Certainly, certainly”. So I 
did, didn’t I? We may not be pals yet, but we could be, couldn’t 
we? Now I can’t be with her all the time. Even as it is, there’ d 
be a hell of a row if my governor knew how much time I do 
spend with her. But you’ll be going round with her for weeks 
and weeks and weeks — seeing her every day.’ 

‘I won’t, you know, Alfred. You can be on the same bill 
with people and hardly ever see them, especially if they’re m 
a different half of the programme. I don’t expect to be seeing 
much of Lily Farris.’ 

He didn’t look cunning then, but he did look like a man 
trying against odds to look cunning. ‘What about this portrait 
lark?’ 

‘I may never have another try. And even il I did, what of it.’’ 

‘Then what about Mergen - Mr Otto bloody Mergen? ’ 

‘Where does he come into it?’ 

He leant far forwaid, nearly ovci balancing. ‘I don’t tnist 
him, Dick old man, don’t trust him a yard. Clever as the devil 
and has an enormous influence over her, and she’s too innou nl 
to understand the kind of putrid blighter she’s dealing with. 
I’ve warned her but she just laughs--like a trusting sweet kid. 
Now, Dick old man, as a favour to me, a great personal favoui , 
what about keeping an eye on Mr Otto bloody Mergen?’ 

‘Sorry, Alfred, but — ’ 

‘I’d make it worth your while. Let’s say I’m not about for 
a few days — it might be even a week — then next time we meet — 
all on the Q.T. of course — you give me a little report — ’ 

‘No, Alfred, I’d be useless. I rather agree with you about 
Mergen — there’s something simster about him — but I don’t 
propose to spend much time with him or Lily, so I'd be no good 
to you. Try somebody else. ’ 

‘ Who, for instance? ’ 

‘ I don’t know.’ 

‘Of course you don’t, because there isn’t anybody. And 
Lily likes you — in an innocent friendly way, of course, probably 
because you want to be an artist — I told you she insisted on me 
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coming to apologise — and if she likes you, then Mergen will be 
coming smarming around — and then — ’ 

‘Sorry, Alfred, but I can’t oblige you.’ I got up and began 
putting the whisky back into the bag. ‘And I wish you'd keep 
this whisky, please. I’m not much of a whisky drinker myself, 
and if I lea's e it here we’ll have a drunken dwarf in the act. And 
I must go. I’m hungiy and there won’t be any supper if I 
don’t huriy back to the hotel — ’ 

‘You can have supper with us, old man,’ he said eagerly. 
‘Lily's at her very best when the show's ovei and we’re having 
supper.’ His eyes were illuminated by the thought of this 
coming cue hantment, and at that moment I couldn’t help 
liking him and feeling sotiy foi him. But I wouldn’t listen to 
any moie, made lum take Jus wluskv awav, and went down the 
tonidoi to s< t if L nde Nick had h ft. He had. 

The next night, Tuday, the call boy gave me a message 
from Mi Mtigcu asking me it I would be kind enough to see 
him in his di c ssing-room after the first house. So I went down to 
the floor below, white Meigtn, in his dress shn t-sleevcs and 
with a towel round liis neck, was restoiing his make-up, having 
just sw rate d at his piano. 

‘IIow very kind of \ou — Rithaul. Mav I follow your uncle’s 
example and call you Richard? What would you like to dnnk — 
gin — whisky — or I have some excellent lager? Well then, we’ll 
both drink lager.’ 

After he’d pouicd out the lager and we’d both dipped into 
it, he said in his soft cat-walking way. ‘ I believe you had quite a 
long talk last night wu!i our It tend, pool Alfred Dunsop. Did 
you find it embarrassing^* ’ 

‘A bit, not much. He only tc ’<1 me what you’d aheady told 
me — that he’s madly in love vitli Lily. She’d sent lam to 
apologise — ’ 

‘Yes, yes, I know about that. And it wasn’t just to prove the 
strength of her hold upon him — though we might say she 
enjoys doing that — but the truth is, you made quite an im- 
piession upon her, the other aft* moon.’ 

‘She did on me too,’ I said in a flat dead tone, so that he 
could make what he liked out of it. 

His odd pewtery eyes tried to find the meaning in my face. 
I dipped into the lager again, so he did too, while he was 
wondering what the next line of approach ought to be. ‘ Lily’s 
unusual peisonality, which is difficult to detach from her stage 
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character, repels some people while others — like Alfred but 
not always so foolish — find her fascinating. What about you, 
Richard? * 

‘She has a certain fascination — yes, Mr Mergen,’ I replied, 
in the same manner as before. And I suddenly sounded to 
myself about twenty years older. 

‘Though she has not said anything, I believe she is feeling 
rather hurt that you have not suggested another afternoon for a 
sketch portrait — ’ 

‘Now look, Mr Mergen — •’ I was my own age again now — 
‘it was only yesterday afternoon I had my first try at her. Now 
I’m taking advantage of the fine weather. Today I did some 
sketching down near Speke, and tomorrow I’m going across to 
the Wirral — ’ 

He cut in smoothly: ‘Lily’s giving a little supper party 
tomorrow — she often does on Saturday nights —and if you’ll 
come too, she’ll invite your uncle and Miss - -Miss — ’ 

‘Mapcs. Cissie Mapes. Well, it’s very kind of Lily, and if 
Uncle Nick and Cissie accept her invitation, then I’ll come 
along too. Otherwise — no, Mr Mergen.’ 

lie regarded me in silence for a few heavy moments, his 
ventriloquist’s doll's mouth contorted into what might have 
been a smile — and might not. ‘Richard, I have been asking 
myself if you are meirly naive or what some people might call 
“a cool young cat d” — if you don't find that description offen- 
sive- 

‘Yesterday afternoon, I was called “an artful young sod” 
--and this was after I'd done nothing, said nothing, only taken 
what was being handed out to me. Better tell yourself I’m 
merely naive. That was veiy good lager, Mr Mergen. Thanks.’ 

In the end, Uncle Nick decided he didn’t want to go to Lily's 
party— a cold bullet supper up in her sitting-room — but said I 
could take Cissie, who hated to miss any party even if she sus- 
pected she wouldn't enjoy it. Alfred was there, probably to 
sign the bill, and looking and sounding about the same as he’d 
done in my dressing-room: I was still ‘Dick old man’. Mergen 
was whispering and squelching around. There were two middle- 
aged Liverpool men, business acquaintances of Alfred’s, who 
had managed to leave their wives at home and were now won- 
dering if it would be just eating, drinking, talking, or would 
suddenly turn into an orgy. Lily, who was in pink with some 
white lace and looked very much the demon good-little-girl, 
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almost immediately planted Cissie on to these two middle-aged 
men. Then she took me into a corner, cluttered up with a large 
armchair, a standard lamp and some bulrushes, to introduce me 
to a nice arrangement of black curls, wide brown eyes and 
dimples, called Phyllis Robinson, who had been expressly 
summoned just to please me. This the girl blushingly denied as 
soon as Lily had left us, to tell the waiter he needn’t stay and to 
tell Alfred to make himself useful, though she, Phyllis, insisted 
upon giving me the armchair itself while she perched on one of 
its arms, saving herself from the standard lamp and the bul- 
rushes by bulging over on my side. 

I wouldn’t bother about Phyllis Robinson if this was going 
to be her only appearance on this torn , but as she will turn up 
again, playing a stronger role, I’d better say something about 
her. She was eighteen and for the last five years she’d been 
burning with admiration and enthusiasm for Lily. And now, 
after some help, she had built up an act that was a frank imi- 
tation of Lily’s — she was even known sometimes as the Lan- 
cashire Lily Farris — and after a number of local engagements, 
whit h had just kept her going, she was hoping to get a contract 
from a variety agent in Manchester, who was talking about 
booking her for the summer season on one of the Blackpool 
piers. She felt about Lily what I felt about Turner, Girtin 
and Cotman, but my men were dead and her Lily was there in 
the same 100m. And all the time she was praising Lily to me, she 
was worshipping her with her eyes, hoping lor a little smile, 
even a glance, across the room. She was as innocent as a new- 
laid egg; quite pretty and very ‘illy. When I went for more food 
and drink and came back to find Alfred in the armchair, 
looking exhausted alter making himself useful, I felt relieved, 
not annoyed. Phyllis and Alfred could now sing Lily’s praises 
together, among the bulrushes. 

Seeing me leave the corner, Lily called me over and intro- 
duced me to the tallest and thinnest woman I’d ever seen. She 
was Lady Ghernock, and Lily told me afterwards she was the 
widow of a rich cotton man. She had immense cheekbones 
gleaming above the caverns of her checks, and a sort of lemon- 
tasting mouth, though she could open it wide to laugh, and 
then showed great yellow teeth. She was very smartly dressed 
and looked rather like a member of some French decadent- 
aristocratic set; but she spoke with a broad Lancashire accent 
and didn't seem to have very much more sense than Phyllis 
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Robinson. While we were talking to her, Lily worked herself 
round to stand in front of me, very close, and let one hand drift 
behind her back, to begin pressing and then scrabbling around, 
until I moved and said that Cissie and I ought to be going. 

‘ Ah’ve got a dam’ big ’ouse Ah don’t know what to do with,’ 
said Lady Chernock, shaking hands. ‘Lily knows all about it, 
don’t yer, love? Tell ’er to bring yer one week-end.’ 

Cissie was more than ready to go. She’d had more than she 
wanted of the two middle-aged men and Mergen. It was a 
fine night so we decided to walk back to our hotel. She’d had a 
few drinks and she took my arm and kept close to me all the way. 

‘I wouldn’t have gone but I thought it might cheer me up. 
But it didn’t. Not with that lot. I’m feeling miserable, Dick 
dear. You’ll say I’m always telling you that — but this time it’s 
different. To begin with, I have this funny feeling. I’ve had it 
ever since we started on this tour. I hoped we’d have some nice 
friendly people with us —specially a woman or two I could talk 
to — but we haven’t. That Miss Duffield who looks after the 
dogs — aren’t they sweet? —she wouldn’t be bad but she’s no 
life in her — all worn-out and frightened of her brother — or 
something. As for Lily Farris and that Mergen, they’re begin- 
ning to give me the creeps. Dick, you won’t get mi^pd up with 
them — promise. Nick doesn’t like ’em, y’know.’ 

‘I don’t know that I do, Cissie. But if I let Uncle Nick 
decide for me, I wouldn’t be seeing much company.’ 

‘ He laughs at me when I tell him about this funny feeling. 
But lie’s been getting grumpiei and grumpier ever since we came 
to Liverpool -and it’s not the audiences and the business, 
they're all right.’ 

‘He can’t work out his two-dwarf tiick — ’ 

‘And that’s another thing. It’s bad enough having one 
dwaif— Barney’s such a little nuisance now; I’ve had to slap 
him hard twice this week when we’re in the dark together — so 
what’s it going to be like with two?' 

‘Better perhaps, Cissie. There are serious and sensible 
dwarfs. We saw one in London — ’ 

‘Look out, Dick.’ She clutched me harder. There w’ere 
gangs of roaring and rolling drunks about, some of them 
trying to sing Lily’s — and Mergen’s — songs. True, there were 
also some giant policemen. But you had to be careful and 
watch where you were going. Shadows came suddenly and 
threateningly alive. 
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‘Do you think he found another woman in London, Dick?* 
she asked. 

‘If he did, he hasn’t said anything to me about it, Cissie. 
But then he wouldn’t. However, if I’d to make a guess, I’d say 
No.’ 

‘I don’t think he wants me at all now — except for the act. 
Oh — he’s still liable to say “Come on, girl” — might do it to- 
night. But what’s that? Anybody would do — except that lamp- 
post of a woman you were talking to. I think he’d draw the line 
there.’ She giggled. Then she was serious again. ‘Don’t you go 
and get tangled up with Lily Farris the way you did with Julie 
Blane. I bet she’s an even more peculiar bitch. What’s become 
of that nice little Nancy Ellis — don’t you know?’ 

‘No, I don’t, Cissie. I've written to her but she doesn’t reply.’ 

‘Oh — well, you know what letters are in this business. Or 
if you don’t, I’ll tell you. They get lost, returned to sender , or 
follow you around for months. So don’t give up hope, dear. 
And anyhow, wherever she is, she's a nice kid and well out of 
this lot. No, Dick, honestly— I have tliis funny feeling all the 
time. Trouble’s on its way.’ 

Cissie, though we didn’t say it then, was an intuitive. 


3 

We played the Palace, Manchester, after Liverpool, and 
it was while we were there that Cissie had one very good day, l 
think the last before everything went sour and then rotten. 
The weather during the earlier part of the week was wonderful, 
the bluc-and-gold Maytime of the old poets. One Tuesday 
night, Uncle Nick heard me describe how I’d been by train that 
day, to do some painting, down to the Peak District. He wanted 
to try out a 6o-h.p. Napier he’d been offered, so he arranged to 
take it out for the day on Wednesday. We'd have a picnic lunch, 
champagne and all; he would drop me wherever I felt like doing 
some painting; he could go roaring up and down and around 
the Derbyshire hills; and Cissie could go along with him or stay 
with me, whichever she preferred. And it worked beautifully. 
He was happy, trying out the Napier, a sporting car but reason- 
ably roomy and magnificent with all its shining brasswork. I was 
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happy because I did a couple of watercolours I wasn’t ashamed 
of — one in the morning, among the higher hills in the northern 
part of the county; one in the afternoon, further south, where 
the walls are like white veins in a green hand. And Cissie, who 
spent the morning roaring round with Uncle Nick and the 
afternoon near me, and of course was with both of us when she 
spread our lunch out on the grass, was perhaps the happiest of 
all. She was no country girl but she had the deep feminine 
delight in an excursion and a picnic on a beautiful day, and 
the even deeper joy, rising from the very depths of the heart, 
which most women seem to feel when they are with their men 
and those men are happy. (It is an argument, I suspect, for the 
essential superiority of Woman, able to be entranced not by 
pursuits but states of mind.) And if I remember and celebrate 
that day, it is not only for the work 1 did, the best I was to do 
for some time, but also because I like to remember Cissie as she 
was that day. For once I hadn’t to feel sorry for her. 

If the next day had been fine, I’d have gone down there 
again, but the weather suddenly broke and so, still feeling 
in a painting mood, I rang up Lily at the Midland Hotel and 
told her that if she was free to sit I’d have another try at her 
that afternoon. Neither Alfred nor Mergen was theje, and I 
was able to work for a couple of hours without any intenuption, 
though of course 1 allowed Lily to relax or move about every 
twenty minutes or so. 1 don’t pretend to be a poi trait man, and 
now it’s many years since I've even attempted a head, but that 
afternoon the careless boldness of the immature artist, who 
doesn’t know what he can do and what he can't do, served me 
well. After two hasty attempts, going wrong from the start, that 
I tore up, 1 got near to what I wanted, with a rather delicate 
pen-and-wash drawing that suggested the changeling, half- 
fascinating, half-repellent quality of her personality. It does 
still, for I have just been looking at it, and then returning 
through it to that over-furnished plushy sitting-room in the 
Midland Hotel, Manchester, over half a century ago, with the 
rain and the smoky air cutting down the light from its big 
windows. 

When I told her I’d finished, she came over and looked. 
She’d been very quiet, very good. ‘Is that me?’ 

‘It’s the best I can do. But I’m not Augustus John, y’know, 
Lily.’ 

‘ Can I have it, Dick? ’ 
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‘No, Lily, I’m sorry but you can’t. I might be able to do a 
fairly exact copy, or I could have it photographed for you — no 
colour of course — and then you could have as many copies as 
you wanted.’ 

She nodded, not thinking about what I’d said, and moved 
away to sit down. ‘You don’t know what you’re like outside — 
not really — do you? Only what you’re like inside. And there 
I’m a bleeding mess.’ 

I said nothing to this but very quietly began tidying up. 

‘You don’t like my act. Oh — I know — the news soon gets 
round. You think it’s just a lot of horse-shit. But there’s a part 
of me — perhaps a little part, but it’s there all right — that 
believes in all those stiles by the meadow and honeysuckle 
lanes and old mill streams. Like you believe for a minute or two 
what you see and read on Christmas cards. I don’t know where 
those lovers’ lanes and honeymoon rose-gardens are. What I 
know is where they aren't — in a house in West Ham fit for a 
family of three and stuffed with ten, where your mother starts 
drinking because another one’s on the way, where your jolly 
Lnek Cliff, back from the sea, takes your bloomers down 
when you’ie only twelve, where oli, shut me up!’ She waited 
a moment or two while I went on quietly parking up my gear. 
‘So there’s a part of me left o\ei that believes that somewhere 
it's different, and that’s the pait of me I sing with- -at least 
while I'm singing softly with the piano, before the band’s come 
in on the second chorus and I'm belting it to the back of the 
gallery. And I’m singing mostly to people who are in as big a 
bloody mess inside as I am. That's not you, Dick, or that cool 
clever devil of an unde you’ve got. And I'll give you a tip, 
while I’m in the mood. Don’t get mixed up with me. Or Morgen 
— especially him.’ 

‘Who is lie and where did he come from, Lily?’ 

‘I don’t know' exactly'. But l do know he’d a big reputation 
as a classical musician before he had to leave Prague. Aud I 
don’t know why lie had to leave in a lmrry, but 1 can guess. 
Now, Dick, yxm’re a nice clever kid- -so push off before I start 
something I can’t finish, like last time, and get angry with 
myself and then angry with you. We’ll keep it clean and easy 
for once.’ 

For the next three weeks I don’t think I exchanged a dozen 
W’ords with either Lily or Mergen. What they were up to, during 
that time, I don’t know, though Cissie told me she’d seen them 
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both backstage and outside with the Americans, Benton, Duff 
and Marcus. We were playing all the larger Lancashire in- 
dustrial towns, and to this day I never see one of Lowry’s 
pictures — those with the factory chimneys, the high brick walls 
that might belong to a prison, the narrow streets going nowhere 
in particular and their dark matchstick people on their way to 
the same nowhere — without remembering that tour. I tried a 
few uncluttered street scenes, but their blacks and reds, their 
hard contrasts of light and shade, were too strong for the style 
and tone I preferred in water-colours: they needed an oils man 
or a savage etcher. Of course I could always get out of the towns, 
even in industrial Lancashire, but except when we went further 
north, to Preston and Blackburn and Burnley (this last quite 
close to my beloved Pennines), the flat half-ruined countryside, 
though it offered some curious effects and tones I could have 
captured later, depressed me so much that I would merely 
mooch around in tlic sunshine and do no real woik. 

However, the audiences were good, and our act went 
particularly well, perhaps because we seemed to them, after 
the mills and the nanow dark streets, to offer them more than 
one kind of magic. Out night, a second house too, I remember, 
the Rival Magicians illusion went wrong. This depended on 
Barney, wearing his stilt-boots as the rival magician, jumping 
out of them and apparently collapsing into a mere huddle of 
robes as soon as Uncle Nick fired his green flash. But at this 
performance, after the flash went nothing happened except 
that the rival magician began swaging, as if he were diunk, 
and then of corn sc the laughs began. It was the only time I 
remember when Uncle Nick lost his nerve, suddenly helpless 
in his surprise and disgust, artd the only time I was able to 
rescue him. I'd been crouching, a little further upstage, the 
mere attendant fear ful in the presence ol these mighty magicians; 
and now realising that something would have to be done, I 
sprang up and forward, shook Barney hard to free him from the 
boots, pushed him so that he dropped into his huddle of robes, 
to achieve the vanishing effect, and then, while the laughs 
built up to solid applause, 1 bent down and hurriedly pushed 
the invisible Barney and his robes clean oft the stage into tin* 
wings. Then I hurried back and humbly bowed before the 
greater magician, giving Uncle Nick, now himself again, a 
chance to acknow ledge both my adoration and the applause. 

Once he had taken his final call, Uncle Nick came off to 
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pounce upon poor Barney, trembling in the wings, and rush 
him up to his, Uncle Nick’s, dressing-room, to give him hell. I 
let them go and went behind — it was now the intermission, and 
they were taking down our temple set — to find Sam, who was 
responsible for our props, asked him for the stilt-boots and then 
took them upstairs with me. I changed quickly, because I 
always felt uneasy and rather silly in my Indian rig, and carried 
the boots along to Uncle Nick’s dressing-room. He was still 
in his costume and make-up and so was Barney, and an odd 
pair they looked in that room, no Indian temple. Uncle Nick 
was sitting up straight, looking hugely impressive and glaring 
down at the wretched Barney, who was grovelling at his feet, 
half-crying and screaming, ‘Mis' Ollanton, Mis’ Ollanton — 
please, please, Mis’ Ollanton!’ As soon as I was inside, Barney 
scuttled off. 

I might have known I’d get no thanks from Uncle Nick for 
my improvisation. ‘We’re doing my aet, lad,’ he began. ‘If 
you want one of your own, go and build it up, then try to get 
bookings for it.’ 

‘I was wrong then, was I?’ 

‘Well, what do you think?’ 

‘It seemed to me I was saving the illusion, perhaps the whole 
act. But if 1 was wrong, then the next time we have an accident 
I do nothing, I just wait for you to do something — is that 
it?’ 

‘That’s exactly it, lad,’ he replied coolly. ‘ Even if I seem to be 
making a balls of it, you’ve got to leave it to me. After all, it’s 
my responsibility. But if you and the others start improving on 
what we’ve rehearsed, inventing new bits of business, in a few 
weeks we won’t have an act at all. I’ll admit that this once I 
wasn’t bright and you were and what you did came off, but 
don’t ever do it again, lad. It’s still my act whether it goes right 
or wrong. Now what about these boots?’ 

As I handed them over, I told him I didn’t think they were 
right, and though I knew Barney was apt to be careless, I also 
knew that he was having trouble with the boots and had com- 
plained about them several times. 

‘We’ll take the Rival Magicians out and put the Magic Ball 
back in its place,’ he said slowly, still looking at the boots. 
‘ Catch Sam before he goes, and warn him. We’ll run through 
the Ball at twelve tomorrow. As for these stilt-boots, I think 
I know a way to improve ’em so that Barney can get out of ’em 



quicker and also move better when he has them on. It can be 
done, Richard. What can’t be done is to improve that silly 
little bugger. I don’t know why I keep him on.’ But what we 
both didn't know then was that the improved stilt-boots would 
help to save Barney’s life. 

It must have been two or three days later when I received 
a letter, forwarded by Bosenby’s office, from Julie Blane in 
Cape Town: 

Dear Dick , 

This won't be a letter about theatre life in S. Africa because we have 
hardly begun , but I like the company and I have been given two good 
parts and it’s all a welcome change from playing tivice-nightly in those 
ghastly towns. I am sure you understand now why I didn't want to see 
you after that horrible Sunday night. Though 1 was genuinely fond of 
you , there was not enough that was real between us to withstand the 
embarrassment and feeling of humiliation that came with that night. 
But the real reason I am writing is to explain uhat happened at Plymouth 
and why Nancy, poor child, didn't want to speak to you. It was all my 
fault, Dick dear, and I behaved in the bitchiest fashion. When I went 
behind after the pantomime matinee with Tommy Beamish and he went 
to see one of his comic pals, I saw Nancy and she told me she had to 
change in a hurry because she was meeting you for tea. Then — and 1 
suppose it was a kind of jealousy or envy because she seemed so young and 
eager — I told her she needn't bother and then told her about us. She was 
up st l naturally , but if she cares anything about you she'll come round. 
Perhaps by this time you are meeting regularly or at least writing to each 
other. If so you won't need this letter, but if you are not then it might be 
useful. And if I know anything about girls, she is secutly devoted to you — 
unless of course some other attractive and attentive boy has turned up. 
And I think — this is a compliment- he will have to be icry attractive 
and very attentive to drive you out of her m ind. There! 

Please keep on painting, Dick dear, and don't dream of staying in 
Variety even a month longer than you feel you need to do. 

i our still afjectionate 

JULIE. 

This letter did two things. Before it arrived I might have had 
a lot of feeling for Julie that I was, so to speak, hiding from 
myself. This letter proved I hadn’t. It released no hidden 
feeling at all. As far as Julie was concerned, I read it quite 
coldly: she didn’t seem to mean anything to me. But the letter 
also proved that although I might not have been thinking so 
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often and hard about Nancy, I must have accumulated, without 
knowing it, a store of feeling about her that this letter now 
revealed. I astonished myself, which is something that hap- 
pens more often than most of us like to admit. As soon as I read 
this letter a second time, it was from a ghost about somebody 
who was terribly real. The result was that although I didn’t 
reply to Julie, I wrote another very long letter to Nancy, 
explaining everything. It was as if I was having a race with this 
other attractive and attentive chap, though for all I knew, not 
a word coming back from Nancy, he might has e already arrived 
to take complete possession of her. I couldn’t see Nancy keeping 
two 01 three chaps on stiings, phasing one off against the other, 
trying to settle lor the best bet. I was sure she was an all-or- 
nothing gill. 

1 he trouble was, I was well-placed onlv in the nothing 
depaitmcut, not knowing where she was 01 what she was doing, 
writing letters to whiih thoie never came a reply. lake an 
idiot, somehow' I felt that this second long letter of mine must 
com pc 1 one from hei as if it belonged to an entirely different 
older ol e\cnts fiom that which governed the unanswered long 
lcttci I had wiitten in Kettlewdl- and for days I made fieur 
demands at the stage door for a lc'tt'U and then felt sick with 
disappointment. Motcovei, because some unknown place w r as 
chaiged with a magical life- because Nancy was there, the last 
tiace of anv sue h life vanished fiom wheiever I happened to be. 

The streets seemed meaner, the towns more dismal, and my 
existence among them stupider and moie tedious, emptier of 
any' nuaning If I’d been oldci, see ure in the knowledge of my 
ciaft, a mature and chdicatt'd paintei, I could have met this 
challenge by doing moi e and be ttei work, capturing in form and 
colour both the nnme'diate despair and the distant tantalising 
magic. But I was ton young and foolish, too uncertain yet in 
my art. So I trappe'd myself in a vie ious ciiclc. Be cause the heart 
went out of mv painting, I was K ft with nothing I wanted to do, 
and then, bored and restless, I saw everything even woise than 
it was- and much of it was bad enough — with eve ry shape and 
tone made uglier by my dissatisfaction. 1 have sometimes 
imagined since then, years afterwards, that the worst horrors of 
our older industrialisation aie piojee tions in sooty brick, rusting 
iron, sulphur fumes and muck of their people’s inner despair; 
just as our new' industry, so clean and smooth, tedious and 
deadly, represents the inner world of its new people, in which 
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there is no despair because there never was any hope, because 
there is in fact no deep feeling of any sort. 

Finally, I still had this vague idea, which first arrived when 
I saw all those dwarfs, that my life had taken an invisible 
turning towards the unpredictably sinister. It was the equiva- 
lent, I suppose, of that ‘funny feeling’ upon which Cissie was 
always mournfully harping. On one level of experience, as 
I have said, I was unreasonably surprised and disappointed that 
no reply came from Nancy. But on a level below that, no doubt 
even more unreasonable, I felt obscurely that Nancy couldn't 
be expected to communicate with me. I felt it, I remember, 
when I took the trouble and went to the expense of ringing up 
Pitter in Bosenby’s office, to beg him to find out for me where 
Nancy was. I suddenly felt, rather than saw, that while she was 
moving up one road, we were hurrying down another, wheie, 
round some corner, whatever was sinister would instantly 
threaten us, would stand glaring and roaring like a giant tiger. 
It was almost as if I felt she and I were now in two different 
worlds. 

I don’t know what other people’s experience has been, but 
I've found that almost always aftei nothing much has happened 
for some time, then suddenly a lot happens - bang-baflg-bang! 
And again almost always it is just when you have arrived at a 
time and a place that seem to promise that nothing will happen. 
You sit yawning and the roof fills in. This is how it went that 
week we played Burlington, a miseiable town huddled in the 
t indery wastes of South Lancashire. It had a town hall that 
looked like a very large urinal, two hotels — one bad and the 
other very bad -no theatre but a Palace of Varieties. This was 
smaller and older than the Empires we’d been playing in — the 
dressing-rooms were the w’orst I’d ever seen — and in fact 
Burrington wasn’t part of the circuit we were touring and our 
week there was a fill-in date. There was plenty of room behind--- 
though a lot of it was crammed with rubbish from old panto- 
mimes, creating all manner of odd corners and culs-de-sac 
— but the stage area was smaller than usual and Sam, Ben and I 
had a hell of a job getting in with our Temple set early on 
Monday morning. The staff behind consisted of old men who 
had been on too long or lads who hadn't been on long enough. 
The lighting equipment ought to have been in a theatrical 
museum. And the band call lasted over three hours and even 
then many of us simply gave up in disgust, not recognising our 
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own music, for the orchestra of the Burlington Palace of Varieties 
didn’t offer us the usual sixteen or so players but only eight, 
including the musical director himself, an old man with a dyed 
blue-black moustache who in theory played the piano and 
conducted and in practice did neither. So perhaps, after all, I 
oughtn’t to have been surprised when so much happened at 
Burrington, because right from the start we were all losing our 
tempers or feeling horribly depressed. 


4 


1 had already lost my temper and was now feeling depress- 
ed, washing a leathery meat pie down with a pint of bitter at 
the usual pub-round-the-corner, when Mcrgen joined m p at the 
bar, mopping his face and then asking for a large brandy. I’d 
been keeping away from him and Lily, but I could imagine 
what he’d gone through at the band call and saw him now' as a 
fellow-sufferer. 

‘I tell you, Richard,’ he began, after he had swallowed 
half the brandy and had given his face a final mopping, ‘Joe 
Bosenb} must have been insane w'hen he booked us into such a 
place as this. I thought Lily and I had seen the last of such 
places years ago. What she will say tonight, I cannot imagine.’ 

"I know what Uncle Nick w'ill say when he tries to w’otk on 
that stage,’ I told him, ‘ that is, if he says anything and doesn’t 
simply blow up.’ 

‘The hotel is equally bad. We are at the Imperial. Are you?’ 

‘No. Uncle Nick can ahvays find one that’s worse. The 
Victoria. The rooms smell like old magazines in an attic. I 
don’t like getting drunk but I don’t know what else I’m going 
to do.’ 

‘I can offer you something better,’ he said in his careful 
soft way. ‘In fact Lily gave me a message for you. It is about 
tonight, when I think we shall need something to make us feel 
life is still worth living. Her pretty and charming young 
admirer — the Miss Robinson you met in Manchester — has an 
engagement at what she calls “a smoking concert” a few miles 
from here, so Lily, w'ho can be very kind, has asked her to spend 
the night with us at the Imperial. And you, Richard, are 
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specially invited to join us at supper. The food and drink will 
not be bad because we have made our own arrangements. 
There will only be the four of us, and I think you will find 
that pretty little Phyllis will not be as shy as she was in Man- 
chester.’ He noticed that I hesitated, so he went on: ‘I think we 
might say it will be altogether more agreeable than going 
back to your even worse hotel, with your uncle, not in the best 
of tempers, and his frightened Miss Mapes. Good food and 
drink — and a pretty girl — um? ' 

Still feeling a bit uncertain, I thanked him and said I would 
see how I felt after the second house. ‘It’s going to be hell, I 
know, and I might feel fit for nothing except crawling into bed.’ 

‘You say that because you have already had a very long 
morning. You need a rest. But tonight, after it is all over, you 
will be longing for a good supper and cheerful and charming 
female company. I am an old performer and I know, Richard. 
When you have changed, go back to the hotel with your uncle, 
don’t eat but have a drink or two — I strongly recommend 
two-thirds sherry and one-third brandy as an aperitif — then ask 
the hotel to lend you a key if there is no night porter, and join 
us about eleven o’clock. We have taken the whole of the third 
floor, which sounds more extravagant than it is, becayse there 
are only four rooms — Lily has had one bedroom turned into 
a sitting-room — but it does mean we shan’t be disturbed. So 
all you have to do at eleven o’clock is to make your way to the 
third floor of the Imperial. That will not be too difficult, will it?’ 

I gave him a long hard look. 1 couldn’t help feeling that by 
talking to me as if I were a timid child, he was trying to shame 
me into accepting. Then he must have xealiscd that he’d over- 
done it. ‘The other thing is that Lily will be so disappointed if 
you do not complete her little party. You stand very high in 
her regard, Richard. And since she has received the photographs 
of the portrait you made of her, she is very anxious to give you 
something in return. So tonight there will be good food and 
drink and a pretty girl who believes that Lily’s slightest wish is 
law. Perhaps I am a little jealous. I say to myself if only I were 
a good-looking young man.’ He tried to look wistful but those 
hard little pewter eyes ruined the effect. 

‘Yes, I’U bet you do, Mr Mergen. Well, thanks for the 
invitation. But I don’t know now what I’ll feel like doing by 
the time we’ve got through the second house tonight. It’s 
going to be hell.’ 
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And it was. Trying to please a first house that hardly existed — 
after all, it was a fine evening in early summer — I nearly broke 
my neck as the Vanishing Cyclist. Uncle Nick, who hadn’t played 
for years on a stage as small and badly equipped as this, spent 
the time between our performances rearranging the act, cutting 
out every big effect, and composing long abusive telegrams to 
Joe Bosenby. He had reached boiling point in about twenty 
seconds, just before we went on at the first house, and he stayed 
there for the rest of the evening. When we went back to our 
hotel, all he cared about was sending his final version of the 
telegram and also trying to reach Joe Bosenby by telephone. 
Cissie was silent and seemed miserable. Mergen had been quite 
right; I now found myself eager to go somewhere and do some- 
thing; and I even tried the drink he recommended — two parts 
sherrv to one of brandy — but didn’t care for it. The Victoria 
Hotel hadn’t a night porter or any front door keys to lend me, 
and seemed to think I should either stay in or go out for the 
night. In the end I gave a woman in the kitchen a shilling to 
leave a small side-door open for me. By this time it was eleven 
o’clock, and I strolled down the road and then across the 
square to the Imperial. It was a night of stars, and the general 
conclusion up there, I gathered fiom a glance or two, was that 
another speck of dust had turned into an imbecile. I hope by 
now it’s clear that I was uncertain about this Lily-Meigen 
party. But I was also feeling very liungiy. 

In that bedroom-turned-sitting-room on the third floor, 
where a cold supper— smoked salmon, chic ken and ham, trifle — 
had been laid out, Lily embraced me warmly and ordered 
Phyllis-my-darling to do the- same, which I must say she did 
without any awkward bashfulness. Phyllis was looking very 
pretty, the flush in her cheeks suiting her tutls-and-dimples 
style. She was wearing a bright emerald evening dress, to stun 
them, I suppose, at the smoking concert. And I had an idea 
that she’d been given, either here or among the smokers, a 
few glasses of Cissie’s favourite tipple — port-and-lemon. 

We were a bit crowded at the improvised little supper table, 
where Mergen kept our glasses filled with hock. It was a thirsty 
sort of night; the smoked salmon and the ham were rather 
salty; there was plenty of cool hock within easy reach (Mergen 
must have had at least three opened bottles down beside his 
chair) ; we were talking loudly and laughing; so we drank a lot. 
We denounced smoking concerts; we denounced the Palace of 
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Varieties, Burlington; we shouted 'No — really — listen’ at one 
another, or at least Lily and Phyllis and I did, while under- 
neath the table our legs had begun to lead an intimate life of 
their own. All this would have been very jolly — and I won’t 
pretend I wasn’t enjoying most of it — if I hadn’t been sitting 
opposite Mcrgen and occasionally noticing a look in his eyes 
that didn’t seem to have anything to do with his fat smiles and 
gurgles and funny stories. It was is if somebody else, cold and 
watchful and a bit mad, was looking through those eyes. 
However, by the time we’d finished eating I stopped noticing 
them, if only because Lily had introduced some caper about 
drinking healths that demanded she should put her arms round 
my neck and kiss me and also demanded that Phyllis should fol- 
low her example. But now Phyllis’s arm-flinging was so wild and 
her kisses so wet and her giggling so pcisistent, she was obviously 
more than half-sozzled. I wasn’t there to represent any tem- 
perance society, and I’d had my share of the wine and could 
feel I had, but after all this was a kid of eighteen, smoking 
concerts or no smoking concerts, a kid who hardly knew what 
she was doing and didn’t care so long as she was doing what 
Lily told her to do. 

So I shook my head at Mergen when he reached across to fill 
her glass again, but if he saw me he paid no attention, and Lily 
was demanding another toast. Two minutes later, laughing 
senselessly, Phyllis threw herself back in her chair and went 
over with it. She hadn’t hurt herself— they never do — but 
was lying there, her eyes closed, making dreamy bubbling 
noises, obviously ready for bed and not for any return to the 
table. I pulled her up and then Idly, who was stronger than she 
looked, took hold of her, telling Mergen to open the bedroom 
door and then give me some brandy. This door was not outside 
but near the window of the room we were in, and if anybody 
wants to know why bedrooms should lead into each other, on 
the third floor of the Imperial Hotel, Burrington, I have no 
reply; I didn’t design the place, and that’s how it was. When 
Lily, half-leading, half-carrying Phyllis, disappeared behind 
this door, Mergen closed it and approached me with a bottle ot 
brandy and a glass. 

‘Richard, you will have some of course.’ His eyes didn’t 
sparkle, they weren’t that kind, but they seemed to shine a 
little, like pcw'ter with some sun in the room. 

‘No, thanks.’ 
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‘My dear boy, I cannot accept your refusal. Brandy at such 
a moment as this is the unbeliever’s benediction.’ 

‘I dare say, but I don’t want any.* 

‘I believe you will change your mind.’ He must have 
noticed that I was staring in the direction of that bedroom door, 
for he went on: ‘ Phyllis is a beautiful girl, don't you think?’ 

‘No, not beautifiil — but quite pretty.’ 

‘Ah — you speak as an artist. But at this moment in her life, 
we might say, she is like a peach — or a pear — perfectly ripe 
for picking — and enjoying.’ He poured brandy into three 
glasses, took a sip or two from his own glass, closed his eyes and 
wagged his head slowly, to show what a wonderful time he was 
giving himself. I wasn’t impressed. Also, I didn’t like this peach- 
picking lip-smacking talk of his. 

He came out of the brandy to twist his thick rubbery lips 
into a smile. ‘I envy you. I admit it— I envy you. To be your 
age again — ah!’ 

‘It’s none of my business, but how old are you?’ 

‘Older than I look, older than you think. Too old. Much 
too old.’ He pulled an extraordinary face, somehow squeezing 
all his features together. When he had let them go again, he 
took a good swig of his brandy, without any eye-closing and 
head- wagging this time. It seemed to me then that he was 
getting a bit sozzled. 

Lily came out of the bedroom, looking curiously brisk and 
businesslike. ‘Brandy for me?’ she enquired, and when Mergen 
had handed her a glass, she gave him a dismissing kind of nod, 
and without saying a word lie went into the bedroom. ‘Don’t 
you want any brandy, Die k? ’ 

‘ No, thanks, Lily. What I want is to know what’s going on.’ 

‘You’re a lucky boy,’ she said, after she’d swallowed some 
brandy as if it were water. No eye-closing and head-wagging 
with her: down it went; and then she talked. ‘You could have 
tried for three months and you wouldn’t be as close to it as you 
are now. I’m giving it to you on a plate, and all you can do is 
to stand there looking sulky and suspicious. But it suits you, 
and I expect you know it — you artful young sod.’ 

This was to be the Manchester scene in reverse, for there 
she’d called me that after she’d played with me, but this time, 
having told me what I was, green-eyed again and with her nose 
quivering she went into her act, her tongue going into my mouth 
like a parcel into a letter-box, and her hands busier than ever. 
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And this time, though I won’t pretend I felt nothing, it was I 
who stepped back and escaped. 

‘Oh — come on, you’re all right,’ she cried impatiently. 
And she grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me towards the 
bedroom door. ‘And now — for God’s sake — what more do you 
want? Look!’ 

I thought afterwards they’d have been much cleverer, with 
what they had in mind, if they’d left young Phyllis half-un- 
dressed on that bed instead of stripping her out of every stitch, 
spreading her out there completely naked. It might be because 
I’d attended a life class or because my mind simply worked that 
way, but it is a fact that I didn’t see her in terms of sex at all 
but as a figure sharply illuminated by the light above the bed, 
with rosy highlights and greenish shadows, with exquisite 
curves of breasts and thighs, one hand covering her eyes and 
the other turned up at the end of an outfiung arm. I was staring 
at Woman, not at Phyllis Robinson, stripped and helpless in a 
stupor. 

‘Here she is,’ I heard Mergcn saying. ‘Take her, my dear 
boy, take her.’ 

‘And hurry up. Give it to her.’ This was Lily, breathing 
hard, almost in my ear. She began fiddling with my buttons and 
I pushed her away. I thought I heard her hiss at me. 

I turned to Mergen. ‘Now then, what exactly is the idea?’ 
Not that I didn’t know by that time, but I wanted to make him 
come out with it. 

‘There she is, Richard. You enjoy her. Wc enjoy your enjoy- 
ment. People have different tastes, you must understand — ’ 

But then Lily came hissing up, far gone in whatever was the 
matter with her, and I slapped her face — hard. Before she 
could do anything but let out a screech, I rushed her through 
the doorway and gave her a final shove that sent her cannoning 
into some furniture. I rushed back into the bedroom to lock 
that door against her. Mergen hadn’t moved and looked like a 
huge horrible old image made of wax. 

I opened the other door, the one for the corridor. ‘Out,’ 
I told him, ‘or I’ll set about you — by God I will. I’ll knock the 
shit out of you, Mergen. You’d enjoy watching me rape a nice 
little sozzled virgin, would you? Outside — go on.’ 

He moved now, slowly, lumbering towards the doorway like 
half a defeated army. Then he turned: ‘What are you going to 
do?’ he enquired, hoarsely. 
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‘Nothing you’d enjoy watching.' I could hear Lily at the 
other door now, scrabbling at it with her nails like a giant 
cat. ‘And — listen. Tell Lily if she doesn’t stop that, I’ll come 
round and slap her till she can’t see.’ 

As soon as he’d gone, I pulled the bedspread slowly and 
carefully from under Phyllis and covered her with it, pushed a 
pillow under her head, took the key out of the door into the 
corridor, turned out the light, then locked the door from the 
outside. This meant that Phyllis was now safely behind two 
locked doors, just in case Lily and Mergcn thought of some 
other way of enjoying themselves, but I felt she ought to be 
able to unlock the corridor door, if only to look for a bathroom, 
and then I saw there was sufficient space under the door for 
me to push the key through with a pencil, far enough for the 
silly little goose to sec it when she returned to her senses. 

I’ve described exactly what 1 did and what I said but by 
leaving out what I was feeling, the rapid heaitbeats, the ner- 
vous catching of breath, I realise that I’ve presented myself 
as altogether too much of a cool, determined, virtuously 
heroic figure. So now I’ll add that about halfway between the 
Imperial and Victoria hotels I had to stop —and fortunately 
there was nobody about — because the waves of nausea were 
mounting higher, the cold sweat was thickening, a sour tide of 
bile was sweeping up my throat, so that I had to spew the 
splendid hospitality of Lily Fariis and Otto Mergen into the 
gutter. 

And though there were many weeks of the tour still to go, 
I never spoke to either of them again. They never even looked 
at me. 


5 

On the Thursday morning of that week in Burlington, I 
was sitting over the ruins of my bi eakfast, smoking a pipe at the 
Manchester Guardian and trying, not for the first time, to work 
up some interest in Asquith’s Home Rule Bill and the Problem 
of Ulster, when the policeman arrived. 

‘Which arc you?’ he said. 

‘ What are you talking about? ’ 
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He looked at a notebook. ‘There’s three of you here, isn’t 
there? Ollanton, Mapes, Herncastle, I’ve got. So which are 
you?* 

‘I’m Herncastle. And I’d say that Ollanton and Mapes are 
still in bed. Why? What are we supposed to have done? ’ 

‘You’ll be told. Superintendent Hill wants to see you at 
half-past eleven sharp on the stage of the Palace. Now do I 
go up and tell these other two or do you? ’ 

‘Oh — I’ll go. Let’s see if I’ve got the message right.’ I 
repeated it. ‘But I don’t see Mr Ollanton parading for the 
police unless I give him some reason for going.* 

‘There’s been a body found,’ said the policeman. ‘You’ll 
be told all about it.’ And off he went. 

Uncle Nick was shaving. It was a pleasure to watch him 
shaving, for he kept his German hollow-ground razor beautifully 
sharp and he held it and moved it as if it were a feather passing 
over his skin. Every time I caught sight of him shaving I had 
to remind myself that I’d never been good with a cut-throat and 
was much better off with a safety razor. 

‘A body found?’ He gave me one of his suspicious dark 
looks. ‘Is that all he said?’ 

‘Except that we’d be told. By the Big Chief, I suppose. 
Where’s Cissie?’ 

‘I can’t tell you, lad. She might be sitting on the W.C. 
having a good cry. She’s sentimental and constipated, so she 
spends a lot of time in there. I'll tell her. But I wish you’d told 
that bobby to come up here. I’d have got more out of him than 
that. Body found! That’s not enough.’ He lathered his chin 
again. 

‘I know. But if they’re calling everybody on the bill to 
assemble on the stage, that must mean the body was found in 
the Palace.’ 

Uncle Nick made a kind of affirming noise as he shaved 
round his mouth. Then, when he was able to talk: ‘Yes, I 
worked that one out for myself, Sherlock Holmes. Might 
possibly be one of the company too, though they’ve got stage 
hands down there that have been dead for years — only nobody’s 
noticed. Well, you pop off. I’ll bring Cissie along.’ 

Just after half-past eleven, there were more people on the 
stage of the Burrington Palace of Varieties than it had seen for 
a very long time. There were about twenty of us pro’s, and 
another twenty or so of staff, including the eight from the 
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miserable band. There were three police in uniform, two 
constables and a sergeant, then a middle-aged man and a 
youngish man in plain clothes, and then of course Superin- 
tendent Hill himself, who was elderly and fat and a great gasper 
and wheezer, rather like an old shunting locomotive. It was 
ironical that all Cissie’s and my vague premonitions of disaster 
should be confirmed, the label Sinister firmly plastered on to 
this tour, by this gasping and wheezing old codger. 

‘Sorry — cause any inconvenience — but no option,’ he 
began, staring indignantly at nobody in particular. ‘Plain case 
of murder.’ We all gasped with him. ‘Body of young woman — 
discovered by theatre fireman — early this morning. Medical 
report confirms — death by strangulation. Body identified — 
voung woman known as — Nonic Colmar — member of acrobatic 
troupe. Medical and other evidence — suggests she was strangled 
towards end or just after — second house last night.’ 

Here Gustav Colmar shouted something in very rapid and 
furious French and looked as if he were about to make a head- 
long charge at the policemen, but the young Colmars restrained 
him. The superintendent waited, looking patient now instead 
of indignant, and then went on: ‘Only chance — finding person 
guilty of this brutal crime — have your co-operation. Certain 
questions — must be answered — this morning. When did you — 
last see — young woman, Nonie Colmar, alive? At what time — 
did you — leave theatre last night? Must warn you — exact 
truth — absolutely necessary. Inspector— word from you?’ 

The middle-aged man in plain clothes said severely: ‘In 
a minute I’ll tell you how we’ll set about this question-and- 
answer business. But in case any of you think it’s funny and 
feel like doing a turn, I just want to say that in my opinion 
one of you, standing here on this stage, is a callous brutal 
murderer, who’s killed at least once and might do it again 
unless we catch him and hang him. So let’s not be funny about 
it nor have any lies.’ 

We were then divided up between the police for questioning, 
and perhaps because the Ganga Dun Company ranked among 
the more important performers, it was the Inspector himself, 
whose name was Furness, who questioned us. Uncle Nick took 
charge of the situation, convincing Furness at once that he, Nick 
Ollanton, was the serious responsible man, on or off the stage. 

‘You won’t have any trouble with us, Inspector,’ said 
Uncle Nick. ‘We come on at the end of the first half- 
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‘I know you do, Mr Olianton,’ said Furness. ‘I’ve seen the 
show. Very clever. What time did you leave? ’ 

‘Miss Mapes, my nephew Richard Hemcastle and I left 
about ten-past ten, and were in the Victoria Hotel sitting down 
to our supper before half-past. And you can easily check that.’ 

‘Right. Now what about these men?’ He looked at Sam and 
Ben, stolid as ever, and at Barney, who had his mouth wide 
open, kept blinking hard, and was jigging about in his usual 
restless fashion. 

‘You’ll have to ask ’em,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘I didn’t see 
’em after we went up to our dressing-rooms. Ask Sam Hayes. 
He’s been with me for years and he’s a reliable steady man. 
And don’t take any notice of little Barney. He’s always like 
that. Most of ’em are.’ 

Sam looked at the Inspector. ‘We’d gone by five-past ten. 
Stage-door keeper must have seen us. Ask him.’ 

‘I’ve already asked him. But he’s an oldish man, not very 
noticing, and, as he says, it’s not his business to clock people in 
and out. Wait a minute. I’ll bring him here.’ 

As we waited, Cissie said shakily: ‘I know I never liked 
her much. But this is terrible. I can hardly believe it. I mean — 
who could have done it? ’ 

‘Don’t look at me, girl,* said Uncle Nick. ‘I didn’t — ’ 

‘You haven’t to be silly, Nick. None of us did.* 

‘Somebody did.’ 

‘Perhaps a tramp got in somehow,’ said Cissie hopefully. 
It was very common in those days for tramps to be on top of 
any list of suspects. 

But this wasn’t good enough for Uncle Nick. ‘If you’ll believe 
that, you'll believe anything. Well, Inspector,’ he saidas Furness 
returned with the stage-door man, ‘can we get on with this?’ 

‘ I’m as anxious as you are, sir, to get on with it. Now then,’ he 
commanded the stage-door man, ‘ tell them what you told me.’ 

‘ I place these two,’ said the stage-door man, indicating Sam 
and Ben, ‘as going off early, not much after ten. I’d say. But 
not him.’ He pointed to Barney. ‘ No, not him.’ 

‘He never sees me,’ Barney shouted. ‘He never sees me. 1 
go in and out — he never notices. He’s half-blind — I’m small — 
he never sees me. Mis’ Olianton — Mis’ Olianton — ’ 

‘Oh — shut it, Barney,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘Sam, diu he leave 
with you two last night? ’ 

‘Yes, he did,’ Sam replied. ‘Didn’t he, Ben?’ 
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‘That’s right,' said Ben. ‘The three of us left together. We 
nearly always do.’ 

‘If Barney was on the far side,’ said Sam, ‘doorman wouldn’t 
notice him.’ 

‘I can imagine that,’ said Furness. ‘And where did you go 
after you left? ’ 

‘Where we’ve been every night,’ Sam told him promptly. 
‘Vaults of the Sun Inn. We like to have a pint or two there 
after we’ve finished.’ 

‘And I could do with one now,’ said Furness. ‘All right, 
you three can go. You go back to the sergeant, stage-door 
keeper.’ As they went off, he looked at Uncle Nick. ‘I doubt 
if we’ll be bothering you again, Mr Ollanton — ’ 

‘You mean she was seen alive a good time after we left?’ 
said Uncle Nick coolly. * No, you don’t have to reply. I guessed 
that fairly early.’ 

‘Ah — you’re a sharp one, Mr Ollanton. And I guessed that 
fairly early too. If you’d wanted to get rid of that young 
woman, I’ll bet she’d have just vanished — ha ha!’ Now he 
lowered his voice. ‘But as we’re talking, Mr Ollanton, can 
you give me any information that might be useful? ’ 

‘I could — and so could young Richard here. Cissie, just 
wait for us down by the stage-door — I want to spare your 
blushes.’ He waited until, rather slowly and reluctantly, she 
had gone. ‘This is the second time I’ve had these Colmars 
going round with me. We did a longish tour starting last 
September. The girl was nothing in my line — too young and 
flighty — but she was a ripe little piece in her stage costume — 
and she was very fond of pushing her tits around and waggling 
her arse. Ask this lad. He’s the right age to know what she was 
up to. Richard? ’ 

‘She didn’t attract me, not after the first few times I saw 
her in her stage costume, and she soon stopped trying.’ I 
waited a moment. ‘My impression is — but it’s only a guess — 
that she didn’t get much chance outside to be with men, her 
uncle and the other two kept an eye on her. So she made the 
most of her chances backstage to amuse herself. She was a 
born teaser — if you know what I mean — ’ 

‘And she teased somebody once too often,’ said Uncle Nick 
softly. 

‘And that means,’ said Furness, softly too, ‘we needn’t 
waste much time on the stage staff.’ 
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‘I hate to admit it — I don’t want to be travelling round 
with a murderer — but I’m afraid that’s true. And anyhow, 
from what I’ve seen of the stage staff here, they wouldn’t have 
anything to tease. But I don’t think there’s any more we can 
tell you. Inspector. So if you don’t mind — ’ 

‘No, there’s nothing else just now.’ 

‘Then I’ve got to talk to the manager here.’ He turned to 
me. 'Do you realise, lad, that the Colmars’ act is out? The girl 
was essential to it. Either they’ll have to find another girl and 
train her or they’ll have to change the act completely. And I 
don’t see ’em doing that for a week or two, even if they’re kept 
under contract. And if the manager here can’t find a good fill-in 
for tonight, we’ll all have to spread our acts. So you might have 
to warn Sam and Ben. But I’ll see what the manager’s doing. 
You go and wait with Cissie.’ 

‘Could I give her a drink round the corner, Uncle Nick? 
She probably needs one.’ 

‘ Or you do. Go on, then.’ 

Most of the others were still being questioned in groups on 
or around the stage. We’d been let off lightly, no doubt because 
we’d been among the earliest to leave, but also, I suspected, 
because Inspector Furness wasn’t anxious to keep Uncle Nick 
hanging about. As I caught a passing glimpse of some of the 
other men on the bill, I couldn’t help feeling glad I knew and 
cared so little about them on this tour. What if it had happened 
on the previous tour and I’d been compelled to wonder about 
Bill Jennings and Hank Johnson and Ricarlo? 

Cissie was waiting near the stage door, looking miserable and 
biting her lower lip and shaking her head at two young reporters. 
All three of them brightened up when they saw me. ‘We’re 
going round the corner for a drink, Cissie. Uncle Nick knows. 
No, I can’t tell you chaps anything, not because I don’t want 
to, but because I don’t know anything. Wait for Inspector 
Furness — he shouldn’t be long.’ 

There was nobody from the Palace in the bar, just a couple 
of oldish men who didn’t like the look of Cissie and probably 
thought she was a tart. I settled Cissie into a corner, bought 
myself a strong ale, and gave Cissie, who said her tummy felt 
queer, a concoction called ‘gin and pep’ recommended by all 
barmaids to ladies with queer tummies. Then of course we 
talked about the murder. She said she could guess what Uncle 
Nick and I had told the Inspector about poor little Nonie, but 
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that didn’t prevent her from demanding to know exactly what 
we had told him. 

After ten minutes of this, she said: ‘I don’t understand you, 
Dick. I mean the way you’re taking this horrible murder — ’cos 
that’s what it is. Nick I understand. He’s a hard man and so 
proud he’d never let on anything could upset him. Whatever 
happened, he’d say he’d seen something ten times worse — in 
Berlin or somewhere. But you’re quite different — a nice boy — 
sensitive and artistic and all that — so you ought to be feeling 
how horrible it is. Aren’t you?’ 

‘I expect I am really, Cissie. It’s still too new and strange 
and unreal. Now if I’d seen her — ’ 

‘Stop that. I can imagine -and I’ve read about what they 
look like when they’ve been strangled. And I loll you, Dick, 
I’m frightened. It’s all right for you two men— nobody’d try to 
strangle you - but if they don't catch him it might be my turn 
next week. You don’t know what it’s like being a girl, Dick. 
You can feel so helpless. You can think you’re alone with a 
nice man and then suddenly you see a look in his eye that makes 
your blood run cold. It’s true, Dick, and it’s not funny. And now 
we know we’re going round with a murderer. And till they 
catch him I’m not going to trust any man on the bill a yard — 
not a single yard. If any of ’em tiies to stop me in a dark corner. 
I'll scream my head off.’ 

Uncle Nick arrived, not to join us for a drink but to march us 
out of the pub. ‘They’ve booked an Irish tenor from Manchester 
as a fill-in,’ he announced. ‘We’ll be packed out tonight, both 
houses — you’ll see — and this fellow’ll bring the place down 
warbling through his adenoids about his dear old Irish mother. 
As soon as the English go to music halls, they love the Irish.’ 

He was right about the houses that night. We played to 
capacity at both performances. Uncle Nick was furious. 
‘Talent wouldn’t bring them in, but a murder will. They were 
wondering which of us looked most like a strangler.’ 

‘I don’t blame ’em,’ said Cissie sharply. ‘That’s what I’m 
wondering too.’ We were now back at the hotel, having sup- 
per. ‘And so far I’m divided betwc rn that Duffield and the tal- 
lest of the American boys and that nasty-looking Mr Mergen— ’ 

‘And that’ll do for you, Cissie,’ said Uncle Nick. 

‘What d’you mean, Nick?’ 

‘I’ll explain exaedy what I mean, girl. Unless I stop you 
here and now, we’re going to have that murder morning, noon 
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and night. You’ll never talk about anything else. So you stop it 
now. Let the police work out who killed her. That’s what they’re 
paid for, though I don’t see this lot here getting very far. It’s 
twenty to one they’ll have to call in Scotland Yard. All right, 
let them do it.’ 

‘You’re not human, Nick.’ 

‘Sometimes I wish I wasn’t, girl. Now you say you’re fright- 
ened — you’re horror-struck — ’ 

‘And so I am.’ 

‘ I dare say. But you’re also like all those bloody clowns who 
packed us out tonight. You’re enjoying it. You’ve tasted blood 
and you’re licking your lips—’ 

Cissie jumped up, glaring at him. ‘ That’s a filthy dirty lie, 
Nick Ollanton. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, talking 
like that to me. I’ve had enough.’ And she hurried out, crying 
as she went. 

‘There’s something wrong with us, lad,’ said L 7 ncle Nick, 
ignoring Cissie’s outburst and exit. ‘Did I ever tell you about 
that old Indian who came round to see me?’ 

‘You began telling me but then you stopped yourself.’ 

He nodded sombrely. ‘That old Indian said he saw ri\ers 
and oceans of blood. All our own doing, he said. That\what we 
really wanted.’ 

‘That’s a bit steep, isn’t it, unde?’ 

‘Maybe. Maybe not. But as soon as we have a murder 
backstage, they’re fighting to get in and take a look at us. 
Talent won’t pull you in if you live in a place like this. It takes 
something quite different. You’ve seen it for yourself, lad. And 
now I’ll tell you what I told Cissie. Leave this murder to the 
police. If you’ve any ideas, keep them to yourself. I don’t want 
to hear about ’em. The only idea I’d like from you — and this is 
a compliment, lad — is something new for the act until I’ve 
worked out the two-dwarf circct. We couldn’t bring your 
painting in, could we? ’ 

I hesitated. ‘Well — I did have a vague idea — ’ 

‘ Come on, let’s have it. You can always leave the details to 
me, Richard.’ 

‘The audience choose one of several subjects to be painted — 
a rustic cottage or a cornfield or a ship at sea and so on They’re 
shown two blank canvases. One is put on an easel and is 
turned away from them. I start painting on the other — 
working fast because the subject will be already pencilled in. 
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When I’ve done, say, a third of it, the other canvas is turned 
round to show a third of it too. I do two-thirds; the magic 
canvas has done two-thirds. When I’ve finished, it’s finished 
too— the identical picture. Of course I’ve painted the magic 
canvas first, but in some way it’s covered with blank canvas 
that’s on spring rollers and goes up into the frame. Of course 
I realise that it would be much easier if it wasn’t shown in 
stages, so that there’d be only one big piece of blank canvas to 
release — ’ 

‘But not as effective,’ Uncle Nick interrupted eagerly. As 
always he was a different man as soon as he had some trick 
to consider and work out. ‘Y’know, lad, you’ve got the right 
feeling for this sort of work. Now let’s see how we might 
manage it.’ He brought pencils and paper out of his capacious 
inside pocket. For the next half-hour or so we were happily 
at work on various devices for the magic canvas, which. Uncle 
Nick insisted, we must be able to show closely to some members 
of the audience, even allowing them to touch it, before the 
trick began. Naturally I felt rather proud and pleased that 
I 'nclt Nick should take my idea so seriously. As for him, I 
think he was happy to be away from the dai k confusion of life 
in Burlington and elsewhere, to be m his own little clean and 
lighted kingdom of elaboiate but innocent deceit. And perhaps 
I temember this occasion so well because I doubt if I ever saw 
linn so easy and happy again. 


6 


But burrington hadn’t done with us yet. Late that same 
Thursday night came another blow. I had a small bedroom at 
the end of a landing. Uncle Nick and Cissie had a much larger 
bedroom on the same landing, but they were not next door to 
me because a bathroom and some kind of sample-cum-show- 
room came between us. I mention this because I think the fact 
that I was along the same landing and yet not next door partly 
explains why Cissie took the chance she did. I had had the 
light out for some time and was more than half asleep when I 
felt rather than saw or heard that somebody had come into the 


room. 
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‘Dick, are you awake? It’s only me — Cissie.* 

‘What’s the matter?’ 

‘Oh — I’m so frightened, Dick dear. And he doesn’t care. 
Let me stay a while — please — please. I just want you to hold 
me so I won’t feel frightened. That’s all. Just hold me and tell 
me it’s all right. I haven’t come for that — you know — honestly 
I haven’t — I’m too frightened. But of course I know what it’s 
like for a man, holding a girl, and if you want it, I don’t care — 
just so long as you comfort me.’ 

‘Well, I’m sorry you feel so frightened, Cissie — though 
really you’ve nothing to be frightened of. But this is a bad 
idea, and it just won’t work, and you’ll be sorry in the morning.’ 

‘I don’t care what I feel in the morning. It’s what I feel 
now — ’ 

‘Cissie, I’m sorry but I just don’t want you here — for your 
own sake as well as mine. Get back to your room before we’re all 
in trouble.’ 

‘Dick dear, pleasel Can’t you understand—?’ 

‘He understands all right.’ Cissie gave a little scream, and 
then Uncle Nick switched the light on. He looked almost Satanic 
in his long red dressing-gown, glaring down at Cissie, who had 
flung herself half across the bed and, with only a light wrap over 
her nightdress, had managed to uncover a lot of herself. ‘He 
understands and so do I. Now get up and get out- -go on.’ 
As soon as she had rushed out, crying hard, he said: ‘She 
thought I was asleep and I wasn’t. So I overheard enough to 
know it was none of your doing, lad. Is it the first time it s 
happened?’ 

‘Yes, Uncle Nick. And don’t be too rough with her. She 
really is frightened half out of her wits — ’ 

‘She never had any. And if she’s so frightened, then she 
ought to be glad she’s going. And she is going.’ 

‘Oh — no, uncle — ’ 

‘Oh — yes, nephew'. I’ll pay her tomorrow for this w'cek and 
next, but she finishes on Saturday. And I don’t want any 
argument. Good night, lad.’ 

Next morning, Friday, as soon as I saw him — Cissie stayed in 
bed — I begged him to keep her on, but he wouldn’t listen and 
declared that he’d been thinking of getting rid of her for some 
time, that she was putting on weight and slowing up the box- 
and-pedestal trick. But I didn’t believe this, though I didn’t 
tell him so. The truth was of course that she’d injured him 
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where it hurt most, in his towering pride, though it’s only fair 
to add that, unlike many such men, he didn’t pass any of his 
resentment on to me. He was still telling me she would have to go 
and talking about finding a substitute, some girl who had worked 
with him before, when Inspector l'urness interrupted us. 

‘Good morning, gentlemen. Just a question or two before 
you’re too busy — ’ 

‘I’m busy now,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘Have to find a girl to 
take Miss Mapes’s place. You explain, Richard.’ And olf he 
w ent. 

‘Now what’s going on?’ said Furness, after staring reproach- 
fully at Uncle Nick’s back. 

‘He’s sacking Miss Mapes. She won’t be w'ilh us after Satur- 
day. But I don’t imagine she's one of your suspects.’ 

‘Quite right, young man. We can let her go. Quite apart 
from your alibi here -and that’s been checked she couldn’t 
have done it. A woman just might have done it if hei hands 
were big enough, like a man’s. But there isn’t a woman in 
your company with hands that size. No, one of the men did 
this job. And if you had to make a guess, who W'ould it be? 
Who seemed to be having most trouble with that girl — y’know, 
being led on and then told to behave himself?’ 

‘Honestly, Inspector, I don’t know. We don’t see much of 
what’s going on. We’re not like people in a play. We do our 
acts and then go back to our dressing-rooms.’ 

‘So I gather, so I gather,’ he said gloomily. ‘Though one 
or two have mentioned that dwarf Barney you have in your 
turn. Did you say something'” 

‘No. Barney did fool around with her now and then -he’s a 
silly little man — but anyhow he went oil early with Sam and 
Ben Hayes.’ 

‘ I know he did. Give a guess, then.’ 

‘It won’t be worth anything,’ I said slowly. ‘But I’d say — 
either Dufiield or one of those three Americans. And if you tell 
me that’s sheer prejudice, you’re quite right— it is, Inspector. 
What I’ve been wandering is how vou’rc going ter continue your 
enquiries. We move to Preston on Sunday, then to Blackpool 
the week after.’ 

‘We know all about that, young man. That’s the chief 
reason we’re calling in the Yard. And I can’t say I’m sorry. 
Ten to one you’ll get Inspector Crabb. Heard of him, haven’t 
you? No? Well, he’s a terror. Doesn’t look like a crab but 
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he behaves like one — moves sideways and then suddenly it’s 
a pinch. I knew Alf Crabb when he was a sergeant up here. 
Always looks as if he’d found a sixpence and then lost a shilling, 
but he’s hot as mustard, Alf Crabb is. Where’s Miss Mapes? 
Still in bed?’ 

‘Yes. Hiding her misery.’ 

‘Think she could tell me anything I don’t know — especially 
now she’s going? ’ 

‘No, Inspector. She’d a lot to say about the murder yesterday, 
but she never told me anything I didn’t know. I’d leave poor 
Cissie alone if I were you, Inspector. You’ll probably get nothing 
but showers of tears.’ 

I was dreading these myself, but as things turned out I 
never saw them. In fact, to my regret, for I’d grown very fond 
of Cissie, I was never even able to say good-bye to her. This 
was her doing, not mine. She stayed in bed nearly all that day; 
she went through her two performances that night, without 
speaking to anybody; I wouldn’t have thought it possible for 
her to remain so aloof. Then it happened that Uncle Nick, 
Sam Hayes and I had a technical argument about one of the 
eflects, so that it was later than usual when we left. But there was 
no Cissie at or near the supper table waiting for*us. ‘I’m 
tired, lad,’ said Uncle Ni(k. ‘You nip upstairs and tell her 
we’re here. T hough if she’s still sulking and doesn’t want any 
supper, it’s all the same to me. But I’m ready for my supper.’ 

When I came back, the food was on the table and Uncle 
Nick was beginning to help himself. ‘It’s taken you a long 
time,’ he grumbled. ‘If she doesn’t want to come down, she 
needn’t. I told you that. And it’s never any use arguing with 
’em, y’know, lad.’ 

‘She wasn't there to be argued with,’ I said as I sat down. 
‘And I had to look round to make sure she’d gone.’ 

He stared at me. ‘How d’you mean — gone?’ 

‘There isn’t anything belonging to her up there, uncle. 
She must have packed earlier. Now she’s gone. She must have 
caught a late train to London.’ 

‘Well, I’ll be damned. There’s a vindictive little bitch for 
you. She got her money— an extra week too — between the 
houses, then off she went, without a word, deliberately leaving 
us in the cart tomorrow. That's a woman, lad. You can’t trust 
’em a bloody yard. She knew dam’ well I’d arranged for Doris 
Tingley to join us at Preston on Sunday, and that I hadn’t a 

238 



hope of getting her here tomorrow, so off she goes without a 
word, leaving us in the cart. All bloody female spite. No loyalty 
to me or to the act.’ 

Young as I was, this righteous indignation, coming from 
a clever man, seemed to me ludicrous. (And I've learnt since 
that most righteous indignation is.) He’d told the poor girl he’d 
done with her at the end of this week, really because she’d 
hurt his pride, and now, when we'd have to play two per- 
formances without her, he was condemning her lack of loyalty 
as if it were an outrage. I couldn't help secretly sympathising 
with this feminine realism, and Uncle Nick’s humourless 
outburst made me understand why women so often felt that 
men were wooden and stupid, pompous and hypocritical. On 
the other hand, I also couldn't In-lp feeling rather hurt that 
l.issie had gone off without a word to me. After all, we’d spent 
months in each other’s company and had been friends. 

‘Well, you’ll have to get hold of Sain, Ben and Barney in 
the morning, lad. We’ll have to run through the act tomorrow 
afternoon, putting a lot of old stufl back to lill in without her. 
As soon as we’ve finished tivirig to cat this muck, I’ll do a run- 
ning order for the reheat sal. And vou’ll have to tell Sarn and 
Ben to make sure, befoie we stall, that some of the old effects 
arc' working all right. Whatever we do, it’ll be a ragtime job, 
but it’ll be good enough for Burlington on a Salurdiy night. I 
wish to God we’d never set eyes on the bloodv place.’ 

‘So do I, Uncle Nick,’ 1 cried fervently. ‘This week’s been 
nothing but a disaster.’ 

lie gave me a hard look. ‘\es, and h might be a bit worse 
than you think, lad. But let’s get started now. First thing to do 
is to put down the times of the effects with the girl in them, then 
we ran see how much time we have to fill in with the old tricks.’ 

It was late and I was tired when I went up to my room, and 
I’d undressed and was about to get into bed before I noticed 
the letter that Cissie had slipped between the pillow and the 
bed-clothes. It was such a serawl and ill spelt muddle that it 
took me several minutes to puzzle it all our. Finally I made out 
that she was sorry she’d gone wnhout saying Good-bye and 
giving me a last kiss but she couldn’t stand it any longer and had 
to go, though she’d nowhere to go but back home which I 
knew she hated, and that I was a nice dear boy and that she 
didn’t mind my being so stand-offish with her when it came to 
the point because she knew all the time I was really in love with 
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that little Nancy Ellis even if she did seem to be not bothering 
about me, and that she hoped we’d meet again some day and 
that I wouldn’t forget her because she was a true friend and 
perhaps a bit more. And it ended with some of those crosses for 
kisses I came to know so well, later in the war, after I had 
taken a commission and had to censor the men’s letters. Cissie 
belonged entirely to that huge inarticulate world in which 
words fail the feelings and crosses mean kisses. 

I felt really miserable, reaching perhaps the lowest point 
in this disastrous tour, after I had finished reading Cissie’s 
farewell letter. Now we had a murderer, people like Lily 
Farris and Mergen, and others I didn’t care for, going round 
with us (because however brutally he might behave sometimes 
I couldn’t exclude Uncle Nick), and no Cissie, a real friend, 
no matter how silly she might be at limes, a person, eager and 
warm-hearted, and not just a dummy or somebody sinister and 
murderous. It was actually a hottish night, on that Friday 
in Burrington, but now it felt cold. 


7 

Duringtiie preston week I don’t know what the police 
were up to — perhaps they were waiting for Inspector Crabb to 
come and take charge of the case — but I do know that I saw 
nothing of them. I also know that it w as a bad week for us in the 
Ganga Dun company. Not that the act itself was going badly. 
It was in fine shape and was well received. But, to begin with, 
Sam and Ben and Barney all seemed to be ill-at-ease, not at 
all on their usual good terms with one another, and strangely 
quick to resent any critic ism. 1 don’t suppose 1 was any better. 
I still hoped for a letter from Nancy, even though I kept telling 
myself that I didn’t, that I’d done with the girl. And like every- 
body else on the bill — except the murderer himself and Uncle 
Nick, who shrugged the whole thing away and refused to dis- 
cuss it — I was haunted by the murder, for ever wondering, as 
they looked sideways at me and I at them, which one of them 
could have strangled poor Nonie. And when I wasn’t being 
haunted or wondering —and if this seems contradictory, I’m 
sorry, but that’s how it was — I was bored. Then Uncle Nick, 
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with whom I shared digs that week, was morose and silent, 
even though the act was going so well. The truth was, though he 
wouldn’t have admitted it even under torture, he was feeling 
half-lost without Cissie. He might have neglected her or have 
been rough with her, but now that she’d gone, he missed her. It 
wasn’t simply a question of having a girl to go to bed with — 
he could easily have found plenty of bedmates — for I think 
that what he missed was Cissie’s ego-flattering, intensely 
feminine companionship. Even her naivety and silliness made 
him feel all the more experienced and wiser. And Doris Tingley, 
now taking Cissie’s place in the act, though not in bed, was a 
very different kind of woman. 

Doris had worked for Uncle Nick for tw r o or three yeais, and 
had then left him to marry Archie Tingley. She had agreed to 
come back because Archie was always losing or changing jobs, 
and they needed the money. I had to admit, though I would 
have preferred not to, that she was a much better performer than 
Cissie, quicker, stronger, and more dependable, altogether a 
superior professional. She was about thirty, a straight wiry 
woman with black hair and bla/ingly indignant blue eyes. She 
was, I tliink, the angriest person I’ve ever known. She was 
permanently angry. Time may have been moments late at 
night when Archie, who had a lot of charm, coaxed her into a 
melting mood, but I couldn’t imagine the scene. She was a 
devoted wife but only in a fui ious way, as if being married to 
Aichie was the last straw. She was both quick and conscientious 
in her work with us but always behaved as if we were all in- 
sulting her. It was like v'oiking with a tigress. Sam, Ben and 
Barney w'ere terrified of hci, and even Uncle Nick handled her 
very carefully. Perhaps because I was much younger than they 
were, a mere soft boy in her eyes, she was rather easier and 
friendlier with me. She was always on the alert, ready for in- 
stant mobilisation, against any man making a pass a* - her; 
though this expression wasn’t current then, and she called it 
‘trying any funny business’. And perhaps because she saw me as 
being too young and soft for anv determined funny business, 
she was less on the alert, more at east , W'ith me. But even so, she 
was still angry. 

Uncle Nick had suggested she might like to attend the band 
call with me as she didn’t know the music w'c were using now; 
and when I was through, feeling relieved, I asked her if she’d 
like a drink. 
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‘ Who’s paying? ’ she demanded. 

‘Oh — I’ll pay, Mrs Tingley.’ 

‘Don’t call me that — it sounds so dam’ silly. You’re what’s-it 
— Richard — Dick, and I’m Doris. But that doesn’t mean I’m 
going to spend any money on you in these ridiculous pro bars. 
Signed photos of great artistes, I don’t think. All pals of the 
landlord, I also don’t think. Well, you can buy me just one 
Scotch-and-splash, but don’t imagine I’m joining in any 
rounds. I’m here to save money, not spend it. Last night I 
beat that woman in my digs down to nineteen bob for the week 
— bed, proper breakfast, hot supper. And if I hadn’t been feeling 
so tired I’d have got her down to seventcen-and-six — it can be 
done. That’s Lily Farris, isn’t it? I suppose you think she’s a 
wonder.’ 

‘No, I don’t, Doris,’ I said as I edged her away. ‘As a 
matter of fact, I dislike her.’ 

‘Good for you. So do I. On and off. What did she do to you? 
No, don’t tell me if you have to blush. I don’t like dirty stories.’ 

After we had settled in a corner of the usual bar —and they 
really were all uncommonly alike, as if one super-Empire had 
had one great litter of bars-round-the-corncr — she said, in a 
voice that I wished not so loud and clear: ‘Now whatis all this 
about a murder? I asked Nick but he didn’t seem to want to 
talk about it. Did it himself perhaps.’ She fixed her blue glare 
on me. ‘ Well, come on — tell me.’ 

So 1 told her about Nonie and what had happened to her. 
‘And we seem to be waiting for an Inspector Crabb to take 
charge of the case.’ 

‘Well, he can’t drag me into it, can he? And if it's one of 
that lot I saw this morning, I'm not surprised. Two or three of 
’em looked like sex maniacs. Just let any of ’em try any funny 
business with me, that's all. Just lay a finger on me, that's all. 
One night — where was it? — Sunderland, 1 fancy — I kicked a 
comedian right in the — well, where he’d feel it most. And I’ll tell 
you what variety’s full of— mostly — riff-raff, just downright com- 
mon riff-raff, earning ten times as much money as they’re v\ orth.’ 

‘Some of them, 1 agree.’ And even if I’d violently disagreed, 
I wouldn’t have said so. ‘But after you’d left the variety stage, 
didn't you ever miss it?’ 

‘ Certainly not,’ she replied indignantly. ‘ Except the regular 
money, such as it was. Being married to Archie Tingley’s 
enough variety stage for me. He’s in and out of more jobs than 
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any other man in England. When people ask me what he’s 
doing, I have to think, and even then sometimes I’m two jobs 
behind him. He can get almost any job he wants. You’ll soon 
see why when you meet him — he’s coming up at the end of the 
week — waste of money, of course, but he swears there’s a man 
he has to see. But as soon as he’s in a job, either he can't keep it 
or he doesn’t like it. And what do I say? Nothing. Or not much. 
Twists me all the time round his little finger,’ she said angrily. 
‘ I wish to God I’d married a steady man I didn’t much like.’ 

‘What’s your husband doing now, Doris’” 

‘Have some sense, Dick. I’ve just told you that’s the sort of 
question I hate. He’s selling something — Tuikisli tobacco or 
electric fittings or bicycles— and he can't even tide one. But 
hf’ll tell you himself before the week’s out. He’ll be here on 
Fiiday.’ Now she glared at me as if I’d just suggested that her 
Archie and I should go round all the pubs in Pieston. ‘But if 
you think I'm fool enough to let him booze all his money away 
in your company, you can think again. Now I’m getting out of 
here. You can please yourself.’ 

If it had not been for the Tingleys, first Doiis and then 
Archie, that w'ould have been a diwnul week in Pieston. I 
couldn’t even go out painting bee ause now Unc le Nic k oideicd 
me to do six bold oil paintings of simple subjects lot the tiick 
I’d first suggested. They had to be in oils because he felt that 
canvas was essential. He was now working with Sam and Ben 
on a tiick fiame containing spiing rollers. lie had decided there 
had to be four of these: a big one at the side that, at a touch, 
leleased a blank canvas covt ling eveiy thing, so that members 
of the audience could examine it be foie we began; then three 
smaller rollers at the top, each controlling a thiid of the canvas 
underneath, which in turn covered and then uncovered three 
sections of the pictuie itself. So I had to paint six of these: a 
rustic cottage, a cornfield, a wood, a seaside scene, a village 
street, and some factories with tall chimneys; crude daubs, all 
of them. In addition I had to prepaie a number of identical 
canvases, with the various subjects lightly pencilled in, so 
that on the stage, painting them in view of the audience, I 
could work quickly and accurately. The audience apparently 
chose which of the six subjects it preferred, though this choice 
of course was faked because we had to know which of my finished 
pictures to place behind the two layers of canvas in the magic 
frame. Actually it was some weeks before Uncle Nick was 
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satisfied with the spring rollers and the release catches hidden 
inside the broad elaborate frame, but when he finally intro- 
duced The Magic Painting into the act, he gave me twenty-five 
pounds and promised me a third of the proceeds if he should 
ever sell the trick. I never saw it from the front, of course, but 
from the applause and various comments I heard, it did appear 
to be very effective, another marvel. They saw two framed blank 
canvases; they chose one of six subjects for me to paint; when I 
finished a third of the picture, the magic frame was turned 
round to show that it too had painted a third of the picture; 
then two-thirds, then the whole picture; and both paintings 
could then be compared and examined. Years afterwards, I 
saw an American illusionist at the Palladium working the 
effect very successfully, and I had a hard time persuading my 
wife that it was I who had first thought of it. 

But it was a dismal job — because even then I was a painter 
first and an illusionist a long way afterwards — painting one 
after another of those idiotic subjects with the same quick- 
drying oils I would need when reproducing them on the stage. 
With the spring rollers and the release catches, Uncle Nick 
had the sort of tricky task he enjoyed; but my part of the il- 
lusion was just a bore. The weather was fine too, so hhated all 
the more being kept indoors grinding away at those daubs. 
And Uncle Nick, who ought to have been enjoying himself, 
was still morose and almost silent, as if he had problems far 
removed from spring rollers and release catches and magic 
canvases. No doubt he was secretly wishing he had not been so 
hard on Gissic, but I couldn’t help wondering too if the murder, 
which he still refused to discuss, wasn’t worrying him on the 
same hidden level. But when I asked him when he thought we 
might expect Inspector Crabb ‘the terror’, he meiely snorted 
contemptuously. 

So I was glad, needing some relief and a change, when 
between the houses on Friday night Doris Tingley looked into 
my dressing-room — a Hindoo maiden with furious blue eyes. 
‘Archie’s here. If you’ve nothing better to do, you might as well 
come and have a look at him. You can exchange men’s rubbish.’ 

Archie was as handsome as a man on a sentimental picture 
postcard, the one holding a girl’s hand in a bower of roses. 
He had doggy brown eyes, wavy hair, and a beauuful mous- 
tache, and he was better dressed than any man I’d had any- 
thing to do with for months. 
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‘ It’s a pleasure, my dear fellow. Your uncle doesn’t like me, 
you know, I suppose because I stole Doris away from him.’ 

‘That helped, but he wouldn’t like you anyhow,’ said Doris. 
‘ I don’t know why I do.’ 

Aichie ignoied that. ‘But I’m sute you and I will get along 
nicely, Dick. Have a diink.’ 

‘There isn’t any,’ said Doris fieuely. 
c Well, my deal, I can easily pop out foi a bottle—’ 

‘You’ie not starting that — ’ 

‘Dons, Dons,’ he began upioachlully, giving her a sweet sad 
smile, ‘please icinembu I've tome nvu two hundied milts- ’ 
‘To see a man — you said so — ’ 

‘No, dailmg, I made a mistake about him. He’s in Carlisle, 
n»'t Puston. And that was onlv an evuse. I tame to see you. 
I’m missing vou teinbly aheady, my deal. And now wlitn I 
sugg< st futndly di ink ’ 

‘Oh all light, buy a bottle. But tome stiaight back.* 
lie patttd her shouldei, winked at me, and hunied out. 
‘That man,’ said IJoiis angnl). ‘How r I put up with him, 
I 1.111 1 imagine. Not that hr isn’t bettti than most of you. 
He dc<s tn to please, not like most men, who think tlicy’it 
giving you a tieat |ust pawning m blowing smoke in your fate. 
It’s not Pinkish tobacco 01 bitv ties but boats now,’ she adtltd 
in disgust. ‘Boats' I ask you 1 ’ 

‘What kind of boats 1 ’’ 

Tattle boats foi paik laki s. And I doubt il lie’s ever been 
in one in all Ins life. He gtts talking to some thap in an ex- 
pulsive saloon bai money’s no objtct wlnn Ill’s out on his 
own and in half an hour thcv’ic bosom fmnds -then it’s 
boats foi paik lakes. One time he’d have put in a bid for five 
thoi'smd ioll< r-skat< s il I hadn’t stopped him. Always some 
jolly line chap lit’s m» t, and tin y always turn out to be half- 
baiinv. If he ever init a sensible one, I’ve still to hear of him. 
Boats tor park lakes!’ 

Later, when he was drinking the whisky he’d bought, by 
himsdf too because Doiis and 1 remembered we’d still to give 
a pti formant t, Archie said: ‘WTiai I really want to get into, 
my dear fellow, is the moving picture business. Films — they’re 
the coming thing. Doris doesn’t believe it — ’ 

‘I should think not,’ said Dons indignantly. ‘Lot of silly 
lubbisli and ?lways looks as if it’s raining.’ 

‘Sheer piejudice, my deal. You never look at them.’ 
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‘Well, do you? And if so, who with? Because we all know 
what picture palaces are for — ’ 

‘Why don’t you join us, Dick my dear fellow, and we’ll go 
out to supper? ’ 

‘No, we won’t,’ said his wife furiously. ‘Not when I’ve 
ordered and paid for supper for us both at the digs. Besides, 
where d’you think you are — Paris? Next thing you’ll be wanting 
to drink champagne out of my slipper.’ 

‘ She looks quite fetching as an Indian, don’t you think, my 
dear fellow? Has she had any little notes yet — flowers — that 
sort of thing? ’ 

‘What — in Preston?’ She glared at him. ‘Archie Tingley, 
I don’t think you know where you are half your time. All right, 
Dick, you pop off now. You’ve seen him and now you know 
what I’ve to put up with.’ 

‘Doesn’t mean a word of it, old man. Absolutely adores me. 
I adore her too. Wonderful man iage.’ 

‘Oh — you shut up!’ 

‘Look here,’ I said to them as I was leaving, ‘I've had a 
dreary w-eek. Let’s lunch together tomorrow'— upstairs at that 
big corner pub, where you turn to come in the fiont here — >ou 
know the one. It’ll be my lunch.’ 

‘It will not ,’ said Doris indignantly. ‘What — a boy your age, 
earning half my money! Never ! It’ll be our lunch. Well, say 
something, Archie — don’t just stand there. And leave that 
whisky alone.’ 

So we arranged to meet at one in that upstairs room. I 
was a few minutes late and found Archie at the bat downstairs, 
drinking pink gin. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ I began. 

‘Not at all, my dear fellow'. Have a quick one. Two pink 
gins, my dear,’ he said to the barmaid. Then as he turned 
to me again, he lowered his voice. ‘We went up and then I c ante 
down again. Not just for a drink. '1 he fact is, one of those 
bullying middle-aged North-country waitresses tried to take 
command up there, and of course she’d picked the worst 
woman in England foi that kind of hanky-panky. Doris has 
eaten ’em for breakfast. In fifteen seconds she was tearing into 
the wretched woman, and I tried to look as if I was making 
for the Gents and left ’em. Well, happy days!’ 

As it was a fine warm Saturday, the lunch-room upstairs 
was almost empty. As w r e passed a middle-aged waitress, pink 
and flustered, Archie gave me a nudge. ‘ Still wotrdering what 
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happened lo her, 1 he whispered. Doris was sitting at a table 
neat the window, giving shaip dnertions to a vounger waiti ess. 
She was wearing an angry scailu blouse and even the bird on 
her hat had an indignant e>e. ‘ I’m orduing foi all of us, and if 
you two don’t like it, you fan lump it.’ llun, to the waitiess: 
‘Everything foi three. And don’t stait any nonsense about 
an\ thing bung off. Unless you want me to go down to the 
kite hen myself.’ 

In fict we had a good lunch, which included a bottle of 
bui guilds, foi which I insisted upon pus mg, defsmg Dons’s 
blue glare Ihioughout the me il \ulne became more and more 
expansive in spite ol his wile’s persistent discouiagtment. 
lie w is we mi g a handsome light-guv suit, a pale -pink shut, 
a e oik a— dot bow tie, uid lie looked like the luio of a musical 
cemnch. I told lum so 

Delighted to he it it, m\ deal fellow 'I hough I’ve ntvei 
had anv imbitions m that dilution.’ 

‘ \nd its about th* onh oik,’ said Dons ‘I hat an 1 deep- 
sea diving \nel t liking about niusie il conudv, 1 stt that 
one of out de ir old pals theme! I could ntvei stmd him - 
lsiehe ti mg foi anew one, I ht Crirl tv ihi Haul ( IkuIh Pearse, 
no It s When's that e ops of 1 hi 1 m we I nought, Aidin'* 

It s line. I have it,’ lu told her, and then began tumiur the 
ptgfs. ‘All hen we .m Hu (>irl m tin Bond, shoitly opening 
at the Regent lorn Bowen, Citrtie Mav, Nancy lllis, ( hailts 
Pt aise v< s, tlu it lie is ’ 

‘Did you s iv Nanev III) * Mv voi<< wnmth d pee ul. u, but 
then I ie It pee uli u. 

Nines 1 Ihs ve r Knov lui*’ 

‘Of coin e lie Inows her,’ suiel Pons ‘Just look at him ’ 

A ha 1 A-h i .tin «i-li i a hi 1 

‘Oh stop it, \itliie \ou sound like* a hilly-go.it. Well, 
Ditk, what about this wonderful Naney lilts'* Is this love’s 
voung dnam oi aren’t vou fe < hng well 1 

I’m all li Jit, thank you, Dons,’ I uphill i uelullv. ‘But 
she and hex sister wen touring with us until they went into 
pantomime at Plv mouth \nd I’ve been wondenng what had 
happened to her.’ 

‘And what about InP Has she bce*n wondenng too?’ 

‘1 don’t know.’ And something m my tone must have given 
me awav 

‘Well, if she hasn’t, she ought to have been,’ said Dons 
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indignantly. ‘You’re probably worth ten of her. I’ll bet she’s 
one of these peroxide blonde soubrettes who’ll never see thirty- 
five again — ’ 

‘She’s eighteen — perhaps nineteen. And if she were here — 
and I wish to God she was — you’d hate that bet — ’ 

‘And now change your tune, my dear,’ said Archie, who had 
been lighting an enormous cigar. ‘ Dick’s had enough. Where’s 
your womanly intuition? ’ 

‘It went on strike about the time I first met you,' Doris 
told him. ‘And who gave you that flor dc cabbagio?’ 

Archie let that alone. He looked at me, taking out the 
monster cigar to do it better, and produced a kind of lightning- 
sketch of a millionaire talking to some humble admirer. ‘Dick, 
my dear fellow, there are one or two tilings you ought to under- 
stand about me.’ 

‘ We’re off,’ said Doris. 

‘My interests are wide — very wide — though not deep- - 

‘And you can bet your boots on that,’ Doris told me. 

‘I try this and that and the other,’ Archie continued, still 
ignoring his wife, who was now pulling half-lux ions and half- 
humorous faces. ‘And why? Actually, for two good reasons. 
First, I’m accumulating a good deal of valuable experience, 
giving me — well, an insight — ’ 

‘Into what?’ Doris again, of couise. 

‘Secondly, I’m waiting for the proper moment to arrive. 
To enter the moving picture business. Not at the producing end. 
No, no, no. I’ve not the slightest desire to make films, my dear 
fellow. I’m quite ready to leave that to other people.’ 

‘Very good of you, Archie dear. I ought to tell ’em.’ 

‘No, no. I want to go in — but at the right moment, that’s all- 
important — at the distxibuting or exhibiting end. 1 want to be 
in a position to meet the demand for moving pictures that is 
about to grow and grow and grow. Dick, I assure you, nothing 
can stop them. Doris doesn’t understand tliis because in some 
respects she’s hide-bound — ’ 

‘ She’s husband-bound, you mean — ’ 

‘Quiet, my dear. I’m talking to Dick, and not only because 
I like him, which I do, but also — to be perfectly frank — because 
I hope he’ll pass some of this on to his uncle, Nick Oilanton, a 
clever man who might be wondering now what to do with his 
money.’ He took a pull at his cigar, then regarded me earnestly. 
‘It’s absolutely inevitable.’ 
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‘What is, Archie?’ I felt it was time I said something. 

4 Moving pictures will go up and up, variety down and down.’ 

‘Never,’ cried Doris. ‘Who wants to watch photos instead of 
living people?' 

‘My wife,’ said Archie, as if she wasn’t there, ‘is devoted to 
me of couise — as I am to her — but she thinks I’m a chump 
because I try selling bicycles or tobacco or boats for park lakes, 
and she has to come here — only for the time being, of course — 
to cam her living. But I’m only waiting for the right moment, 
the leal oppoitunity, to get into moving pictures, to sell films 
instead of all this other nonsense. And 1 tell you,’ he continued, 
adchessing us both now, ‘that with any luck, in ten years’ 
time, Doiis will be riding behind a chaulleur in a big car and 
w :, l haidly believe she used to escape from a box tw'ice-niglitly 
at Preston.’ 

‘You daft idiot,’ said Doris. ‘I’ll probablv be keeping a 
lodging-house and y< o’ll be doing the washing up and cleaning 
the dioes. And the onlv moving pictures you'll know about will 
be the ones you sru ak oil and pay nine-pence to see. And that’s 
what J)ick thinks, onlv he’s too polite to say so.' 

And it was what I thought, and vs hat Uncle Nick thought 
whrn I mentioned Archie Tingley to him ( He’s just a nicc- 
looking ilipperty-lloppertv. lad’); and all thiec of us were 
w tong. 

I ,ilit that afternoon 1 wrote mv last, my absolutely final, 
htto to Nancy Lllis— Stage Door, Regent Theatre, London, 
and it was short, rather curt but also a bit sad: 

Dun Xanty, 

1 ha;e just heard that you are rehem sing at the Regent so this ought 
to naeh you quite soon. IJ you hate evei sent any replies to my letters , 7 
hou neier had tlnm -not a word. 1 shall not urJe again — ihts is the 
zeiy last time — hut it would not hurt you just to send me a line , even if it 
is only a postcard, to tell me you are not interested. Then perhaps I 
could stop thinking about you. For the next time weeks 1 shall be at the 
Palace , Blackpool. 

Yours ve r y sincerely, 

Dick ( and in case you have 
j or got ten— Herncastle) 

It made me feel a little better, but not much. 
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I’d been to Blackpool before, of course; nearly everybody 
went there from the West Riding, though not every year as so 
many Lancashire people did. When the Lancashire towns had 
their holidays or wakes (we called them tides in the West 
Riding), their people went swarming to Blackpool, often loaded 
with provisions, and many of them were so determined to spend 
every penny they had saved that they took care to pay their 
landladies in advance. It was strange to arrive there to work 
and not on holiday, to breathe the strong sea air and yet not be 
rushing across the tiers of promenades to the sands, a boy again. 
It was strange and melancholy. 1 didn’t belong to the bustling 
and noisy crowds of holiday-makers — and the thought of helping 
to entertain them gave me no particular pleasure 1 - and I 
didn’t seem to belong to anybody or anything else. Not un- 
naturally I felt worse here than I had done in the grim industrial 
towns. 1 was of course at the age when you can’t contiol vour 
inoods and so you over -indulge them, and no doubt I went 
striding and scowling through the crowds, which mostly ap- 
peared idiotic, like another Ishmacl. But e\en so, my lie ling of 
melancholy isolation was real. 

(Here I must explain that what I remember be-t after half 
a century are actual sights and scenes, which I can recapture 
with pencil and paints but not in words; and this explains why 
I so rarely try. But next to what was actually visual, I best 
remember states of nrind, recalling exactly -for myself if not 
for the reader- what, for example, I felt in tire huge glare and 
bustle and cheerful idiocy of Blackpool in the earlier wakes 
w ceks.) 

The town was packed to its attics. But I'nclc Nirk, in his 
careful way, having appeared there several times before and 
knowing what to expect, had booked accommodation well in 
advance at a biggish boarding-house not far from the Palace. 
Now that Cissie wasn’t with him and he didn’t need a double 
room, there had to be a reshuffle, which nobody seemed to 
mind as it was early Sunday evening and there was not mrrch 
else to do. He was given a fairly large single room on the 
first lloor, and I had a much smaller one on the floor above. 
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The landlady was an iron-handed Scots widow, Mrs Taggart, 
who was assisted by a daughter, a reddish hungry-looking girl 
called Tessir, and by a plump and sniffling maid-of-all-work 
who oughtn't to have been named Violet. There were three 
other peoph sharing my floor. Two of them, Maisic Dawe and 
Peggy Canford, were with a concert party on one of the piers. 
The third, Mr Pringle, bald and rolvpoly, was an astrologer. 
But there must have been at least twelve of us sitting down to 
cold roast lamb, boiled ham, potatoes and salads, on Sunday 
night. Uncle Nick, who disliked this boarding-house style of life, 
said little and looked grim. I talked to Mr Pringle and the two 
girls, both fairly pictty and lhcly, but I still felt melancholy. 

The band call at the Palace, next morning, was no trouble, 
f «r this was a large, very successful, well-managed variety 
theatre Even so, it was cmbairassing; the management was all 
tight but the performers wexe all wrong. We never had liked 
one another, not fic m the beginning, and now with the murder 
still hanging over us we all moved through a mist and a bog of 
mistrust and suspicion. I’or some reason I couldn’t discover, the 
backstage atmosphere seemed wotse heie in Blackpool than it 
had hern the wok befote in Preston. And it seemed ages - in 
another woild rime 1 had looked for Nancy at band calls or 
had gone ofl with Julie fox a drink. (This will seem an exag- 
gciation onlv to people without imagination and unable to 
K memlx 1 what they fi It in their youth. When we are older w r e 
axe able to live in — and make the best of— one continuing world, 
but when we are young we feel sometimes that in an unknown 
and sinister fashion the ho!-' cosmos has been changed, one 
age ended and another begun when we were not noticing what 
was happening. So, little more t! in a year later, when I was 
at the fiont, it would seem ages in another woild - since I 
attended tliis band e ill in Blackpool.) And this morning I 
didn't propose to loite; foi two see oriels or to go for a drink at 
any usual pub-round-the-corner. 1 would take a look at the 
sea, a shatp walk along the ptomenade fc r half an hour, and 
then discover vsh.it Mrs Taggart and Tessie weie oflering us as a 
good hot midi lav dinner, Blaekpoo s piidc. 

On my wav to the stage door, however, I was stopped. ‘Now, 
let me see, what's your name? Mine's Crabb, by the way — 
Inspectoi Crabb. Oh — I see you’ve heard of me.’ 

‘Yes, Inspec or. I’m Richard Herncastle — with the Ganga 
Dun company.' 



He glanced at a notebook. ‘That’s right, so you are. Well 
now — ’ He hesitated a moment, slipped the notebook into his 
pocket, then looked hard at me and said: ‘You’ve done what 
you have to do here, haven’t you? Good. So what do you do 
now?’ 

‘ Usually I have a drink, if there’s anybody I want to have a 
drink with. But as there isn’t, I was going for a walk.’ 

‘Then I’ll tell you what we’ll do, Mr Hcrncastle, if you’ve 
no objection. You and I will take a walk and have a drink. 
What d’you say to that? ’ 

‘All right, Inspector.’ 

‘ But not very enthusiastic, eh? ’ 

‘I don’t think I can conjure up any enthusiasm this morning, 
that’s all. But so long as I’m back at my digs at one, lc t’s have a 
walk and a diink.’ 

‘We'll do that, then.’ 

Out we went into the hard blight sunlight. Out there he 
looked all wrong with his bowler hat, high collar and nauow 
black tie, and dingy blue suit. He was tall and thin, though 
wide-shouldered, and while his nose was long and sharp and he 
had a lot of thin, his moustache diooped slupeJcssh. I could 
hardly see his eyes be c ausc he kept the m lialf-i lose cl ag<«nst tin 
strong sunlight. But it he u ally was, as Furness had dec laic cl, 
‘a terror', he didn’t particularly look it or sound like it. 

‘Wondciful air,’ he said, altet several snilly pulls at it. 'But 
I don't like this place. Never did as soon as 1 had auv sens*. 
It’s just one big monev-tiap, ci arnnied with idiots and shai pt is. 
But the air's wonderful. Oughtn’t to be but it is. Pitv we can’t 
pipe it into Westminster. Half these people aie chunk on it 
already. Look at ’em.’ 

'I hat was unnecessary. We were now having to push our vs ay 
through mobs of holiday-makers - scarlct-faced mums, dads 
with huge caps at the back ot their heads, voting men wearing 
comic hats, girls giggling and nudging 011c another, chilchen 
running and screaming, and people selling things, buying things, 
chewing and sucking things, and a fairground din coming from 
soinewhcie. We went down to the low'er promenade, which w r as 
not so ciowded, but just below us the sands were thickly car- 
peted with folk of all ages, sizes and shapes, to the edge of the 
sea, immense, calm and indifferent, only a shade or two darker 
than the bleached blue of the high-summer skv. Inspector 
Ci abb stopped, to w ave a hand downwards first to the ciowded 
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beach and then upwards to the packed main promenade above 
us. 

‘Some time since I was here,’ he said. ‘Do you know what 
all this does to me? You'll never guess. It frightens me. That’s 
what it docs — frightens me. I think I know why, but that’ll 
keep. Let's move on.’ 

It was pleasant and quite easy to talk on this lower promen- 
ade, though Inspector Crabb wasn’t my idea of the perfect 
companion for such a stroll. ‘I called at vour boarding-house 
this morning,’ he told me as we went along. ‘Spoke to Mr 
Ollanton— your uncle, isn’t he? He said vou’d be at the Palace. 
And that’s about all he did saw Wouldn’t expiess any opinion 
about the uime. Shut me up, shut hunself up. Why? Any idea 
why he doesn’t want to talk? It's not just me. Furness had a 
note about it. So why?' 

I laughed. ‘You don’t think he's a suspi< ions character, do 
y ou? ’ 

“I think everybody’s a suspicious chaiaeter. I've enough 
suspicion in me to choke a hotse. I'm suspicious by trade and 
l>\ natuie, I am. But I’ve gone tlnough Fuimss’s notes, and 
I know a cast-hon alibi when I see one. You and Mr < )llanton 
ha\c got one that dynamite wouldn't shill. But I still ask why 
he doesn’t want to talk.’ 

"I've asked myself that, Inspector, and I think I know the 
answ 1 1 .' 

"Let's base it then, Mr Ilerneastle.’ Crahl) was one of the 
few people* I’d known up to that time who always railed me 
Air Heine ustle, making me iee*l oleic r , heavier, moie les- 
poiisible*. 

"Clide Nick's a \e-rv clever mm,’ I began rather slowly. 
‘He’s also ve i v pioud, v<*ry vain. No, that’s not light. I le ’s more* 
pioud than vain. And he's in th*' mystery business. He invents 
tiicks and illusion'.' 

‘Yes, I’ve seen his turn. I’ve a sharp eye* but he had me 
guessing. And the wife really believed he was some sent of 
Indian magic ian. But that’s the sort of thing she* wants to believe. 
Sorry to intenupt. Go on.’ 

‘Well, so far this minder’s a mystery bigger than any of his. 
This is the real thing. If he could solve it, he'd talk fast enough, 
but because he can't, because it baffles him, the great Nick 
Ollanton, he d< "sn’t even want to discuss it.’ 

‘Very neat, quite clever, Mr Hcrncastle,’ said Crabb. "You 
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might be right, then again you might not. Excuse me.’ He 
stopped to lay a hand on the shoulder of a man who was 
sauntering by with a plump wife and two children. ‘Why, if 
it isn’t Spider Evans!’ 

‘Oh — hello, Inspector!’ And the man motioned his wife to 
keep going. Fear flickered in his eyes. 

‘You wouldn’t be working up here, would you, Spider?’ 
Crabb enquired wbh a kind of sinister geniality. 

‘No I wouldn’t. I’m having a holiday same as everybody 
else here.’ 

‘Not everybody, Spider. I’ve only been here since last night, 
and I’ve spotted six or seven wide boys I know without even 
looking for ’em. So watch it, Spider. Just play on the sands.’ 
As we moved away, he said: ‘I’ve too good a memory for faces, 
and, as I told you, a very suspicious nature. But one of you at the 
Palace is more dangerous than Spider Evans and his pals. It’s 
you people I’m interested in, not them. Somebody’ll be doing a 
turn at the Palace tonight who might get his hands on another 
gill’s throat. Nasty cases these, Mr Ilerncastle. Better cut up 
here, hadn’t we? '1 hue’s getting on, and you might like a glass of 
beer before you have your dinner.’ 

He said nothing more until we found a quiet pub, oi»the way 
back to my digs, and we took our glasses of beer into an empty 
corner. ‘ Well, I’ll be watching your show tonight, both houses, 
and maybe several other nights as well. I’ll be round at the 
back too, because, after all, there you are, all of you, aren’t you? 
Even Furness and his Chief didn’t believe somebody slipped 
in from outside to strangle that girl. It was one of vou.’ 

‘It wasn’t me,’ I told him. ‘So don’t waste your time on me, 
Inspector.’ 

He drained some beer out of his moustache, then looked at 
me solemnly over his glass. ‘I know it wasn’t you, Mr Hern- 
castle. I’d bet on that even if your alibi wasn’t cast-iion. But 
I’d like to waste some of your time, if not mine. You and your 
uncle are one of the turns, in the company. And you’re not 
suspects. So I can talk to you. But Mr Ollanton won’t talk. 
Says in effect it’s my job not his. Shuts up, no doubt for the 
reason you’ve given — he feels small for once. That leaves you, 
Mr Herncastle. And that’s why I got hold of you this morning, 
why we’re drinking this beer that’s a bit too warm for my taste. 
You want this case solved and done with, don’t you?’ 

‘Yes, but — ’ 
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‘Excuse me. Just let me finish. You’re one of 'em behind the 
scenes, and if I’m to be caicful — and I am caieful — you’ie all 
I’ve got, the onlv one 1 can talk to, compare notes with, you 
might say. You might know something I need, without being 
awaie of it. You set what I mean? But >ou we're going to say 
some thing.' 

'Just this, Inspcrloi. Of eourse I’ll help sou il I tan Rut 1 
must warn you th it I elon't trail) know all these othei people 
on the bill. Though we've been going round together now' fen 
about a couple of months, I’ve s< en \ <i) little of the m.’ 

He had small giewish eves, ami now I got a shaip glance 
fiom them. *1 hat's not usual. Stand-ollish, aie you, Mr 
He i ncastlc 0 ’ 

‘\o, I don’t think <•». On an eailur torn -with dill emit 
people well,' I ended lather aukwaidh, I made several 
h k nds.’ 

‘But not the time eh’ Well, tine must be a u..>on. 
Peihaps tliev’u elide nut this tune lhihaps \ou don’t take to 
'cm eh’’’ 

‘Well ’ 

I Ii it s the sent e<I tlun ' 1 111 e to know,’ he s uel briskly, 
lie looked aetos it t lie e *o< k above the bat. i une \ou weie 
oil oi )om chime i II be eeild oi not then. 1 m i\ be looking 
in on vem between tin lust house and the second.’ 

1 \ as biek in time te> ( eke a plate at the big dirmur-table 
between Mi Piingli the .istiologer and Peggy Canford, the 
olele i amlhssatti ieii\< of tin two tone 1 1 t-p n t> girls. She had 
t uln r fun eves but lit i new as too lemg, lie i t he e k-bemes and 
memth too lng. She was die < one t l'-pai tvpiannt, sin told me ,lhe 
otlui gill, M.us't I)awe. a r.itlu - plump and dimplr-and euils 
hi une tte , not unlike a more s< pi ’stie ate el Pliv II. s Robinson, was 
the soubntte of the tioupe. She was sitting opposite, next to 
l nele fsitk, who w«.sn t bothe ting to talk to her and looked 
duet untied, piobabh because he haled e iting in tins boaidmg- 
house stvle M usie ode red me a ptofe s lonally bright smile, 
so 1 smiled back, and Uncle Nit 1 night it and gave me a haid 
look. Unit wcie several otlui pe ople thu c , but if 1 knew their 
nanus then, I ceitainly don’t now, and I think they must have 
been holiday-makers. 

Peggv Canloid, I discovered was an intelligent girl, but 
veiv cvnieal. dn hated Blackpool and her tone ert-party w'ork. 
‘Mwo lemg shows a dav, don’t foiget. Your two turns a night 
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arc just a rest-cure. I’m at that piano for the best part of my 
five hours. I’m so bad-tempered in the afternoons, wishing I 
was somewhere else, anywhere, half the time I play too loud 
and fast, and then we have a row afterwards. But it’s all the 
same — the kids arc making such a noise. What about this 
murder of yours? Tessie says an Inspector from Scotland Yard 
called this morning. Walrus moustache, she says. Don’t start 
taking an interest in Tessie. She’s just longing to nab somebody 
and get out of here. A baritone on the North Pier had your 
room the week before last, and Tessie was in and out of it all 
hours. Look at poor Maisie — daren’t eat her pud. I can eat 
anything — and do- and even then I’m hungry half the time, 
after pounding that dam’ piano. I was playing in a ladies’ 
trio at Harrogate before I came here, and it was misery — the 
other two were wrapped up in eac h other, and I never set eyes 
on a man under fifty-five, and I thought I’d go mad thumping 
out those foul Indian Love Lyrics. The other two loved ’em — 
they were each less than the dust beneath the other’s chariot 
wheel. Come in and have a diink one night. You'll be safe 
with two of us. It’s when Tessie looks in and wants to know 
if you’d like something special for breakfast, that’s when you 
want to wat< h out. I must run. Can’t keep the kiddies waiting.’ 

When I joined Uncle Nick, he said gloomily: ‘ We'd better 
go up to my room. Can’t talk piivattlv down here. 1 shouldn’t 
have booked us into this monkey- house. F.verything in oidu 
along at the Palace, 1 imagine. Yes, they know how to run a 
variety theatie.’ 

His room was full of large pieces of furniture meant for 
somewhere <Isc. But there was onlv one easy-chair, and lie 
dropped into it, after taking off his mat and collar, for it was a 
warm afternoon. I sat on the edge of the bed and felt sleepy 
after the sea air and the heavy meal. 

‘ I suppose that Inspector Crabb got hold of you, didn’ t he, lad’’’ 

‘He did.’ And I told him what had passed between the In- 
spector and me. 

‘You want to discourage that caper or he’s going to be a 
bloody nuisance. Besides, let him do his ow r n w r ork. That’s 
what he’s paid to do. He’s very sharp, by the way. Take no 
notice of that moustache. I’ve often seen and heard him 
mentioned in London. Not that we’ve anything to be alraid of, 
lad, ofcouise. Whoever did it, w'c didn’t.’ 

‘But who did, uncle?’ 
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‘I don’t know — and, to be honest, I don’t much care.’ He 
was smoking a cigar, and now he took it out and looked at it, 
as if it was either very good or very bad. ‘Oh — yes, there’s 
something else — I neaily forgot.’ He was elaborately casual, 
so that whatever it was, I felt he hadn’t nearly foi gotten it. 
‘D’you remember that dwarf I picked out, that afternoon at 
Joe Boscnby’s? Philip lew by, his name was.’ 

‘I remember him — the veiy seiious, dignified one.’ 

‘That’s him. Well, this morning I sent Pitter a wire telling 
him I want Tew by up heie lfhe's fire.’ 

I his woke me up. ‘Ha\e y ou woiked out the two-dwaif 
edtet, Unde Nick.' 1 ' 

He hattd to admit he hadn't. ‘No, give me time, lad. Tlus 
>s in a difluent class fiom \oui pictuic tuck, y'know. Vny 
ambitious. But I thought it might be ' alei to have another 
dwaif with us. He can take over one 01 tvo of Barney’s jobs.’ 

‘Barney’ll y ell Ins head oil. He’s difficult enough now--’ 

‘I know he is,’ lie cut in imtably. ‘You needn’t tell me 
about Barney. I've known him a lot longer than you have, lad. 
But with another dwaif about — a lot moie responsible than he 
is Bai ney’U have to mind his p’s and q’s, won’t Ik?’ 

‘I suppos« so,’ I said doubtfully. ‘But 1 don’t quite see -’ 

He cut me shoit again. ‘\ou’it half-asleep, lad. Go and 
have a nap— you wc'ic up early this morning— and I don’t 
want you yawning youi head oil tonight. We’ve got to be good 
here. Tlicu’ll be two full houses, you’ll see .’ 

I don’t suppose I’d bee n lying on my bed ten minutes befoie 
I fell asleep. But I seem \.j u number dniting towards it through 
a queer phantasmagona ol Blackpool ciowd^ and the promen- 
ades and piers, the Tower and Winter Gaidens, concent-party 
gills and Crabb and dwails, al jumbled up and making no 
sense but somehow turning simstn . . . 
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About the time the first house ended, that night, Doris 
Tinglcy was sitting m my di cssing-room, knitting in a sporadic 
angry way and talking about Archie, who had gone to Birming- 
ham. There was a knock, and in came Inspector Crabb. 
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‘Evening, Mr Hemcastle. Now this must be the young lady 
who vanished out of that box — ’ 

‘And what if it is?’ said Doris, looking as if she’d taken an 
instant dislike to him. 

‘This is Inspector Crabb from Scotland Yard,’ I said hastily. 

‘You don’t surprise me,’ said Doris, getting up. She gave 
him one of her blazing looks. ‘Now don’t you start bothering 
me. I wasn’t with the company when that girl was killed.’ 

‘That’s right, Mrs Tingley, you weren’t. Still, we might 
have a chat sometime — ’ 

‘What for?’ 

‘You might have some ideas about the rest of the turns the 
men, of course — ’ 

‘Well, 1 haven’t. So don’t waste your time.’ Still the Hindoo 
maiden, except for her eyes and tone of voice, Doris left us, 
banging the door behind her. 

‘Was that ine,’ said Crabb as he went towards the chair Doris 
had been sitting on, ‘or is she always like that?’ 

‘She's always like that. Puts you ofF at fast, but now I like 
her. Have you been in front, Inspector?’ 

‘I have, Mr Hcrncastle. Yours is easily the best turn. Yeiv 
very clever. Now how on eaith could she have got out 6fth.it 
box? Like to tell me?’ 

‘No. Not allowed.’ 

‘Quite right. Well, all I can say is that I’m glad your uncle 
is a law-abiding man. If we’d had him against us, we’d have 
been in for some tumble. Not that we aren’t in for plenty, as 
it is. Evidence that’ll stand up in coiut, that's our chief wony, 
Mr Ilerneastle. I could name you six murderers walking the 
streets of London this very minute. We know thev’rc guilty, 
but we can't prove it. This tould turn out to be one of lluwe 
eases. I say, it could. But it’s early days yet. Now I’m taking you 
into my confidence, Mr Hemcastle 

‘I’m not sure I want you to, ] nspci toi .’ 

‘Well, y r ou remember what 1 said this morning. I like to 
base a wall to bounce the ball against. Now I can't talk freely 
unless you give me your word it'll go no further. No — let me 
finish. I’m asking a favour of y r ou. Right. I want you on my 
side. But don’t forget — one reason is — ’ and he lowered his 
voice — 'your uncle, Mr Ollanton, has adopted what I think 
is a thoroughly bad attitude. Mind you, uidess he’s deliberately 
concealing c\ idence, he’s within his rights. If he doesn’t want 



to talk to me, I can’t make him. But it’s all the more reason 
why I feel I can ask you for a bit of co-operation. For instance, 
your word it won’t go on further — eh?’ 

‘All right, Inspector.’ 

‘Well done! Duffield now — what d'you think of him?’ 

‘I don’t really know him. I don’t like him because he 
lets his sister do all the woik while he does all the showing- 
off.’ 

‘ Quite so. Though she isn’t his sistei . She’s an old flame with 
the light out. Nowhere to go. Nothing to do. Loves dogs. Now 
if he'd been killed, we'd know wbeie to look. He’s been in 
double once for passing dud cinques. But lie always knows 
wheie to find women — his sort alwavs do. Why'd lie want to 
st i angle a gnl?’ 

‘I don't know. Bui then I don’t know' why anybody would.’ 

‘Hasn’t a girl evci woiked sou up and then laughed at you, 
till \ou felt like kilhng hci?’ 

‘No. I’ve nt vet felt like killing anybody.’ 

‘I btht ve vou.’ 

‘Thanks. By the way- and I’ve only just iemembeml them, 
though I know it stems silly what about the Colmais thun- 
st 1 \ t s? ’ 

Ci abb shook his head regrr tfully. ‘ ’1 hat would have been 
nur and neat. Foieigners too, her own sent. But Fumtss and I 
put them through a niineei. Cast-uon alibis— as good as youis. 
And no motives. The two young ones are pulls, and the older 
one, hei uncle, was half-mad with rage and grid. He talked a 
lot. Accused tvciybodv, i aluding that dwail of youis -’ 

‘Baincv? That’s nonsense. lit ’s just a silly little man.’ 

‘So I gather. And he It ft eaily tl it night, with youi two other 
men. Now what about Lily l ari >’s pianist - Mcrgen? Know 
him?’ 

‘Yes. Arid I don’t like him. Or her eithei.’ 

‘Quite right, Mi Htmcastlc. I’ve hcaid some rumours about 
her. And we can prove Mcrgcn’s a nasty j iecc of work. But I 
don’t see him stiangling that girl.’ 

‘Neither do I. He’s too oily and aift.’ 

‘ And careful. Whoever did this suddenly went mad with 
rage, I’d say. Do you see Bert or 'Led Lowson mad with rage? 
By the way, they’re not brothers but cousins. And they’r c 
both engaged to be married, though that doesn’t prove any- 
thing. They give each other an alibi and that doesn’t prove 
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anything either. But I don’t see either of them doing this job, 
do you, Mr Herncastle? ’ 

‘No. I just can’t imagine either of them boiling with anger. 
But then they bore me — on or off the stage.’ 

‘ Same here. Well now, these three young Americans — ’ 

It was at this point that Uncle Nick looked in. ‘ I want you, 
Richard.’ 

‘Good evening, Mr Ollanton,’ said Crabb. ‘Enjoyed youi 
turn very much. Best on the bill.’ 

‘Glad to hear it,’ said Uncle Nick curtly. ‘Want you now, 
Richard— look sharp.’ He went striding along tlic corridor, an 
impressive figure in his Ganga Dm make-up. 

‘You’ll be seeing me again, Mr Herncastle,’ said Crabb. 
‘But not tonight. Ta-ta!’ 

As soon as I’d followed Uncle Nick into his dressing-room 
and had closed the door behind me, lie said: ‘You don’t want 
to encourage that chap to sit about here, lad.’ 

‘I’m not doing. But he says he has to talk to me because you 
won’t let him talk to you, uncle.’ 

‘Well, if I can say no, so tan you.’ 

‘ Is that a good idea? ’ 

I expected him to say it was, Uncle Nick being fond of his 
own ideas, but lot once he didn’t. ‘No, peihaps you’re right. But 
don’t encouiagt* him, that's all.’ He dropped his voice almost to 
a whisper. ‘ Open that door— quietly but quic kly — jci k it open.’ 

I did, but there was nobody about. *I)id you think Crabb 
would be listening out there?’ I said as I dosed it again. ‘He’s 
a bit c level er than that, 1 fancy.’ 

‘I know. But 1 just wanted to make sure.’ He waited a 
moment. ‘Now l’\e had a wire from Pitter to say that dw'aif, 
Philip Tew by, will be here tomorrow. Ills txain gets in at four, 
and 1 want you to meet him. You can’t miss him no matter 
how many people come off the train.’ 

‘But where do I take him? We can’t start looking for digs — ’ 

‘I know, I know, lad.’ He didn’t raise his voice but he made 
it sound very sharp, and he glared at me. ‘You don’t need 
to tell me the town’s full up. Just listen, that’s all. I’ve made 
arrangements with a woman I used to know. She can find a 
corner for him. Here’s her name and address.’ He handed me 
a slip of paper. 

‘All right, I take him to tills address,’ I said rather sulkily. 
‘But then what?’ 
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Uncle Nick surprised me again. Instead of more sharp 
tones and more glaring, he looked thoughtful and muttered: 
‘That’s right. Then— what? He’d better see the act a few times. 
But I don’t want him backstage. I’ll have to make some 
arrangement. Look — tell him where we’re staying, then tell 
him to come and see me at half-past eleven— that’s on Wednes- 
day morning, of course. And another thing while I remember. 
I want you out of there by eleven o’clock, lad. Take one of those 
gills for a walk on the prom. Anyhow, make sure you’re out 
of the way. And if you want to go a walk with your friend 
Inspector Cxabb, that’ll be all light to me. Now you know what 
you have to do, Ricliaid. Isn’t that the callboy?’ 

‘Yes. I’m going. And I know what I have to do.’ But I 
didn’t move, though he was now facing the minor, leady to 
attend to his make-up. ‘Just one thing, uncle. What’s this all 
about? ’ 

‘My business, not yours. I may need anothci dwaif, that s 
all. Don’t get big-headed, lad. You’ll be telling me how to iun 
the act, next. Now bugger olf.’ 

I was glad that night when Peggy and Maisie, the concert- 
par .y girls, who finished latei than wc did, came bursting in 
lor supper. When I felt aggrieved, in those days, I was inclined 
to take icfuge in long sulky silences— a bad h rt bit that I’ve 
tried to get rid of- and if that’s how I wanted tj behave. 
Uncle Nick was the last man to try to talk me out of it. We both 
needed some female chatter, and the girls, free at last after a 
long day, weie as ready for talk as they were foi food. 

‘Ham ag«.in,’ said Peggy. ‘Theic must be more ham eaten in 
this town than any place in the world. Perhaps it’s ham that 
makes ’em so stupid. We’d the stupidest audience tonight 
I’ve ever known. Talk about dense! Poor Sid Baxter — he’s 
our comedian, and he’s really very clever — was down to comic 
postcard jokes and mothers-in-law and lodgers and kippers 
and drunks and W.C. gags. It must break his heart.’ 

‘Peggy, I didn’t tell you,’ Maisie cried, ‘but when he came 
off after the sketch, he coughed and coughed and there was 
blood on his handkerchief. Lorna — that’s his wife,’ she said 
to us, ‘she’s our vocalist — she was terribly upset again — and she 
started crying in the dressing-room.’ 

‘I don’t like life,’ Peggy announced. ‘It’s no use. I’ve tried 
it and I don’t like it.’ She looked across at us defiantly. 

‘A couple of glasses, Richard,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘Then 
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perhaps these young ladies will take a glass of champagne with 
me.* 

‘Thanks very much, Mr Ollanton,’ said Maisie. ‘I could 
just do with one.’ 

‘So could I,’ said Peggy. ‘Thank you. But what about it, 
Mr Ollanton? You’re a star turn — booked up for years — loads 
of money — so I suppose you think life’s wonderful.’ 

‘No, I don’t.* Uncle Nick frowned and said nothing for a 
moment or two. ‘I don’t dislike life the way you seem to do. 
But then you may be a fish out of water. I’m not. I’m where I 
want to be, doing what I want to do. But even so, there’s nothing 
wonderful about it. Most of the time it’s like — let’s say — living 
with a lion. One day you can make it jump through hoops, or 
even ride on its back. But get careless, make a wrong move, 
and it’ll have you in a corner and be tearing an arm olF.’ 

‘ When do you take it easy then?’ This was Maisie. 

‘You don’t.’ 

And I knew he meant that. I thought too how odd it was that 
he should be so tirelessly concerned with stage magic when, 
because of some deep flaw in his nature, he couldn't enjoy, 
couldn’t even recognise, the magical clement in life, all the 
enchantments of love and art to which, I w'as sure, he was 
blind and deaf. And perhaps it was to compensate himself for 
this loss that he had built up such a high fortress of pride. 

But now Peggy was talking again. 'I’ll tell the truth— and to 
hell with gitlish reticence. I’m no great treat, but 1 can bang 
and rattle on a piano for hours, keep accounts, cook and sew 
and scrub, if I have to, and I’m not afraid to take my clothes 
off-’ 

‘Darling, what’s this?’ cried Maisie. 

’Shut up and listen. That’s me, then. And 1 do believe 
that if any man I knew to be clean, sober, kind and capable 
of earning a steady four hundred a year, asked me to marry 
him, I’d nail him on the spot. How about it, Mr Ollanton?’ 

‘Sorry, Miss Canford. To begin with, I’m married already — ’ 

‘ We could live in sin — ’ 

‘And you wouldn’t suit me. You’re too intelligent.’ 

‘This is your chance, Maisie. But don’t you like intelhgent 
women? ’ 

‘Not to live with. I like to be the one who supplies the 
intelligence. Now Richard here, he’s different — ’ 

‘He’s too young — ’ 
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‘He wasn’t for a ceitain West End actress I could name, 
older than you girls — ’ 

‘Oh — shut up, uncle.’ I was embarrassed by the stares of 
the tw o girls, curious and speculative, and not by any memories 
of Julie, now a non-haunting ghost. All that intense and choking 
excitement, that racing and pounding of the blood, not long 
ago, and now — nothing! But we were interrupted here by 
little Mr Pringle, the astrologer, who came trotting in from the 
kitchen carrying a tiay that held a laige cup of cocoa and some 
biscuits. 

‘Good evening all,’ he said. ‘May I sit with vou ? I heard 
\our voices and felt I netdt d a little company. I’ve been hard at 
uoik all evening up in my loom.’ 

‘ ' ome and sit by me, Mr Pringle, said Maisie. ‘You know 
1 love you.’ 

fie sat beside her, nodding and smiling. Uncle Nick was 
staling at him. ‘Do you really mean you’ve been hard at woik 
all ev tiling 0 ’ Uncle Nick asked him. 

‘Ccitainly I have, Mr Ollanton,’ said Mi Piingle, sohmn 
and dignified now. ‘Why do you sound surpiiscd?’ 

‘Well, I imagined — that— well, you wcie on to something 
that didn’t require any haid work.’ 

‘In fact you thought I was a chailatan,’ slid Mr Piingle. 

1 akiug money for doing nothing.’ 

Mr Piingle woiks very veiy hard,* said Maisie, looking 
n pioachfully at Uncle Nick. ‘And he only chaiges half-a- 
nown for giving advice, based on the stars. And only ten 
shillings for a full horoscope, which takes him hours and hours. 
^ ou ought to see his room. It’s full of shelves of star maps 

and things. It’s all — scienttfu — isn’t it, Mr Piingle?’ 

‘Ceitamly it is, my dear. Though there’s philosophy and art 
in it as well. All very ancient.’ 

‘ I know that,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘But I never thought you took 
it suiouxly.’ 

‘If I didn’t, Mr Ollanton,’ said Mr I’ungle gravely, ‘1 
wouldn’t call mvself an astrologer. I know other and easier 
ways of earning a living, you know. Originally, T was a jeweller 
and watch-maker, apprenticed to the trade. I can still repair 
a w atch or clock if I have to.’ 

‘Mr Pringle,’ Peggy told us, ‘is veiy clever as well as being 
an old sweetie. I’m not suie myself about all these stars and 
influences of his — ’ 
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‘Peggy, you can’t say that,’ Maisie broke in excitedly. 
'Look how right he was about — you-know-who — ’ 

'I was right about him too,’ said Peggy gloomily. ‘The 
artful blighter.’ 

‘Well now, Mr Pringle,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘I’m in the magic 
line myself, as you know. So I’ll make a bargain with you. You 
come and have a look at my magic at the Palace — take a night 
off — and I’ll have half-a-crown’s worth of advice from the 
stars or a full ten-bob’s worth of horoscope, just as you please.’ 

Mr Pringle nodded solemnly, looking hard at Uncle Nick 
over his spectacles. ‘Very well, Mr Ollanton. That’s a bargain. 
In the meantime, I’ll give you a little advice for nothing. 
You’re a Taurus, I believe. No, no, never mind about that. 
You come and tell me exactly when and where you were born, 
sometime tomorrow morning. But I can tell you now you’re 
about to engage yourself in something that’s very difficult and 
might be very dangerous. So you must be very very careful. But 
then you know that, Mr Ollanton. Am I right? ’ 

‘You might be,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘And then again — you 
might not, Mr Pringle.’ He sounded careless and casual, just 
avoiding the contemptuous. But while this might do for Mr 
Pringle and the girls, it wouldn’t do for me, who kn£W him so 
much better. I could catch behind this tone faint echoes of 
a shocked surprise. Uncle Nick, I could have sworn, really was 
engaged in something that was very difficult and might be very 
dangerous. It was fine again, the next morning, but there was a 
strong fresh wind ruffling up the sea and there seemed to be salt 
in the air as I walked at a sharp pace along the main promen- 
ade, as far as the North Shore and back. To my relief, I didn’t 
run into Inspector Crabb, but then, when I left the promenade 
to return to the digs, I saw him across the road, talking to two 
men outside a pub. And then, as I hurried along, I had just 
time to see that the two men were Sam and Ben Hayes. 

There were plenty of people coming off the London train 
that I had to meet at four, but I had no difficulty finding Philip 
Tewby, so like and yet so unlike Barney. He was struggling 
with a suitcase nearly as big as himself, and though he refused 
to hand it over to me, he agreed to let me share his grip on the 
handle. It was like walking with a magically transformed 
Barney. Philip Tewby was an extremely serious and dignified 
little man, very neatly dressed, whereas Barney always looked 
hopelessly shabby and slovenly, as if he had long ago given up 
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all hope of improving his appearance. We were beaten in the 
rush for taxis at the station, but then, fortunately, because 
people were pointing and grinning at a young man and a 
dwarf carrying a suitcase between them, we found a taxi along 
the road. After I had read out the name— it was Mrs Schurer 
— and the addiess from the slip of paper Uncle Nick had 
given me, and we were on our way, Philip Tewby and I settled 
down to some solemn conversation. 

‘Before I forget, Mr Tewby/ I began, ‘I have an urgent 
message to you from Mr Ollanton. You must go and see him at 
half-past eleven tomorrow morning.’ And I gave him the 
address of our boarding-house. ‘ Don’t fail to be there, because 
my unde seems to think it’s very important.’ 

‘Tf it’s important to him, Mr Herncastlc,’ said Philip Tewby 
gravely, ‘then it’s important to me.’ And he pulled out a 
pocket-book and made a note of the time and the addiess. 
‘I’m looking forward to working with Mr Ollanton, who i f 
very well known and much respected in the profession. Have 
you any idea what is bring planned for me, Mi Herne astir.'* ' 
‘No, 1 haven’t, Mr Tewby. No doubt my uncle will explain. 
Have you been to Blackpool before.’’’ 

Tor one season, a few years ago. At the Tower Citrus. 
Running on and falling about, bet wren the acts, with the 
clow ns. To amuse the children, Mr Hern< astle — of all ages. 
I’m fond of young childien — I like to hear them laugh— but 
not the others, Mr Herncastlc, not the others. I saw very little 
of the town itself — with two performances a day, Mr Hern- 
castle, and often feeling veiy tiled — two of the elowns weie 
always very rough. But 1 am a seiious man, Mr Herncastle, 
and I think life is a seiious busines-. and a whole large town 
devoted only to frivohty and foolishness and greed — can that 
be a good thing for our country, Mr Herncastlc’” 

‘Probably not. But you ought to see the place 1 these people 
come from, Mr Tewby. We’ve been playing some of them. No 
wonder they come rushing here to chuck their money away.’ 

He turned to look up at me with hi wise sad dwarf’s eyes. 
‘I’m not blaming them, Mr Herncastle. But should all this 
money be thrown away here? What if they began to spend the 
money at home, to make those places better? We have so many 
duty, ugly towns, Mr Herncastle.’ 

‘I know we have, Mr Tewby. I’ve been going round some 
of them since I saw you last.’ 
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‘That wasn’t a pleasant afternoon for me, Mr Hemcastle. 
Not until Mr Ollanton asked me my name and what experience 
I’d had, apd I thought it might lead to an engagement. Do you 
know this Mrs Schurer, Mr Hemcastle? ’ 

‘No, but she must be somebody my uncle knows. The town’s 
full up, and he must have asked her if she could find him a bed 
for you.’ 

‘ I appreciate that very much, Mr Hemcastle. It was thought- 
ful of him — most thoughtful.’ 

I agreed that it was, and then told myself it was surprising 
too, because 1 never thought of Uncle Nick being thoughtful in 
this sense. But then there was something peculiar and mysteri- 
ous anyhow about this sudden enlistment of Philip Tewby, 
when we didn’t seem to need him in the act; and I remembered 
Uncle Nick’s equally peculiai and mysterious manner. And 
why, for instance, had 1 to leave the elites, next morning, well 
before Tewby was due there? 

Mrs Schurer lived in a newish row of houses off the North 
Shore. When we lugged Tewby's suitcase up to the front door, 
we could hear two people inside shouting at each other. Mis 
Schurer answered my ring; she W’as an older, henna-haired 
Doris Tingley, and looked as if she'd just been flouting. But 
she seemed glad to see us; perhaps she felt she’d been shouting 
long enough. 

‘Coine in, come in. You’re Nick Ollanton’s nephew, are 
you? Pleased to meet you. I used to be with Nick. And this is 
the--’ 

‘Mr Tewby,’ I cut in hastily. 

‘How d’you do? It’s just a small attic room, Mr Tewby, 
but it’s clean and comfortable.' 

‘It will be just what I want, thank you, Mrs Schuier.’ 

We were now standing in a little hallway, which im- 
mediately became too crowded when a fat man joined us. lie 
had a scarlet moon of a face; he was wearing a shirt open at 
the neck and trousers that refused to meet at the top, round his 
great belly; and he w r as smoking a cigar in enraged short puffs, 
like an indignant locomotive. 

‘And this is my husband, Max. You might have overheard 
me having words with him. Well, I’ll show you your room, Mr 
Tewby — leave the bag down here just now. And Max, you can 
let steam oft’, talking to this young man.’ 

Max Schurer’s English was fluent enough, too fluent, but 
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he spoke with a thick foreign accent that must be left to the 
imagination. He took me into a sitting-room that was filled 
with knick-knacks, stage photographs, and newspapers, all 
kinds of newspapers, foreign as well as English. ‘You wish a 
glass of beer? No? Then pardon me — I am very thirsty after 
shouting with my wife.’ And then he filled and drained in one 
vast gulp a glass of lager. 

‘We make a big argument,’ he began, after picking up his 
cigar and looking at it suspiciously. ‘ I say we leave this country 
— not to Germany or France, no bloody fear, but to Holland, 
to Switzerland, to Denmark or Sweden. I am a chef— I am 
here at the Mctropole — so I can work any place. Holland, 
Switzerland, Denmark, Sweden,’ he shouted, as if they were 
* ailway stations we were arriving at all at once. 

I began to think he was barmy. “Why do you want to go 
to those places? What’s the matter with this country?’ 

‘Sometime perhaps I tell you all that is matter with this 
country,’ he shouted. ‘Hut now I wish to leave, to go to one 
of those places, because soon time will be Wai. Yes, yes, yes 
— War, Wai, War, Wai!’ He grabbed some newspapers and 
shook them under my nose. ‘Archduke Francis Feulinand is 
assassinated at Sarajevo. You have seen?’ 

‘I read something about it.’ 

‘I have worked in Vienna. I have worked in Belgrade — 
though only for three months— terrible. I think about inter- 
national alluirs. Austria will ask too much of the Serbs. Then 
their will be War.* 

‘I dare say. But there' > always some sort of war down 
there — ’ 

‘Down there? It is not down there. It will be everywhere. 
It will be here. Why do you thirk I tell my wife wt must go? 
Serbia brings in Russia. Austria brings in Germany. Russia 
brings in France, which brings in Britain. Then Europe is on 
fire. Except in the places where I wish to go. None of this can 
I make my wife understand. Ah — you British — with your 
sulfragettes and votes for women and home rule for Ireland 
and five hundred rifles going to Ulster — when soon there will 
be I Var — War — War. Not a little Balkans w r ar - -but one big 
terrible hell of a war between the Great Powers — ’ 

‘Now stop it, Max,’ said his wife, returning. ‘And take poor 
little Mr Tewby’s bag up for him — do you good, state you’re in.’ 
After he’d gone, she smiled apologetically at me. ‘I heard him 
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going on at you, just the way he does at me. You mightn’t 
believe it, the way he’s just been shouting and carrying on, but 
there isn’t a nicer kinder man in this town than my Max, and 
he’s a very clever chef, he can get work anywhere, and he only 
came to the Metropole because I wanted to be here. But he 
will go on and on about all this foreign politics — and what 
Austria said to Italy or what Germany’ll say to Russia, as if they 
were a lot of quarrelsome people living further along the street. 
It’s his hobby really. Do you go in for it? ’ 

‘ No, I don’t, Mrs Schurer. I prefer painting.’ 

‘Isn’t that nice? I wish he did — or fretwork or stamps or 
something. He says it’s because he comes from Alsace. He’s 
got two pals — one from the Metropole and another from the 
Imperial— and some nights they argue here, top of their voices, 
till all hours — and I have to keep knocking on the ceiling. 
Well, I suppose a man has to have something — and it’s not like 
he was gambling or going out \\ ith other women but when he 
starts saying there’ll be a war and we ought to go li\e in Sweden 
or somewhere, I begin to lose my patience.’ She wait! cl a 
moment, as if listening. ‘He’s taking his time coming bark, 
isn’t he? D’you think lie’s started an argument with pool little 
Mr Tewby?’ 

Alter the first house, that night, Urn le Nic k asked me to 
bring him the stilt-boots from our prop basket below', lie had 
W'orked on these with Sam and Ben, alter that time when Barney 
nearly fell, but he hadn’t put The Rival Ma^uians bac k into the 
act, and so we hadn’t used them. 

‘And you’d better find some stiong paper or a bit of cloth,’ 
Uncle Nil k went on. ‘I’m taking them to the digs.’ 

1 must have stared at him. 

‘Well, get on with it, Ltd,’ he said irritably. ‘I know what I’m 
doing, even if you don’t. And there’s no reason why you should 
have everything explained to you. Just take an order for once. 
Oh — and w’hat about Philip Tewb\ ? ’ 

‘1 left him having an argument with Max Schurer about 
international affairs,’ 1 replied, with a grin. ‘But I’d alreadv 
warned him you wanted to see him in the morning. He’ll 
be there — he’s a thoughtful responsible little man.’ 

‘I dare sav,’ said Uncle Nick gloomily. ‘But if I’d known 
what I know' now, I’d have had no dwarfs in the act. They’re 
as bad as women.’ 
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Nlxt morning, w * dnfsday, obeying Uncle Nuk’s strange 
institutions, I went out about quarter to el(\en, with a sketch- 
book but no paints, not wishing to eolhet a Blackpool crowd. 
Low clouds weie beginning to settle, and it looked as if lam 
was on its wav. However, I was able to spend nearly two houis 
wandering about the big fan ground neai the South Shore, and 
sketching am thing thit caught my eve. Tins was a wondulul 
time oil , a ie fleshing ie least Coin nn growing anti darkening 
be uildciment. I forgot about the muidti and Inspeetoi Ciabb 
and Lnele Nick’s uici casingl) odd beluviour. There aie all 
m inner of strange 01 atti active shapes in a big fairgiound, 
some fine patches of colour too aneJ 1 made notes of them 
Vnel there weic not too mam people lhout al hist, so altogether 
I had a good morning. Whenever I could live and function, if 
onlv fm an houi 01 so, as a pamtei and not ts somebody on the 
v ui tv stage, I fell better at oik e, easin and more hopeful 
a id eonfichnt, and this e \pl uns vein, wluu I w is tut oil fiom 
punting anel drawing, when 1 felt leouldntbc am thing but i 
voung man in vaiutv, 1 w is so often inclined to feel el.ukly 
bewiltltitd ind i ithei pessnnistie, is if i was about to be lost 
(oi ever in a contusing anel < \il woild 

It begin to i un in the e ulv afteinexm so I went along to 
the Wintci Glide ns, wood tin whi* I would think .iboul the 
pi iee now, not lining visited it siiKt 1 w is i schoolboy and 
eh//} with wond l it ltsnrav of ar use me tits. I he re mu it have 
b< en at It ist i tlious ind p< ople el \ e in< r m the e i oimous ball- 
100m I w antic ud iouikI the lowest balcony, like the diess 
cntlc of a theatie, oecisionall} stopping to look down on the 
d net is, seeing ni}self as a detailed ,oenl obstivti but 
sceietlv hoping, I think, to pit k up some a tor islnngl) piet'y 
gnl who- if the magic worked— would be by herself and 
longing to meet somebod) like me But as the magic wasn’t 
w oi king, the few girls who wrren t dane ing weie either in pairs 
oi with motlie is oi aunts, and anyhow not one of them was 
astonishingly piettv. 

Then the orchestra moved into slow walt/-tmie, and all the 
partneis on the ilooi took three steps, swinging clasped hands, 



and then waltzed three steps— I think that’s right, but I can't 

be sure because it is well over forty years since I last saw this 
particular dance, which I believe was called ‘The Vcleta’. 
It was very popular at that time, especially in places like 
Blackpool, where a thousand or more could do it together, 
making a delightful moving pattern. The working girls in the 
provinces were as skilled in this slow graceful dance as their 
social superiors were in London, where I had seen them, in 
their ‘bunny-hugs’ and ‘turkey-trots’. And as there were not 
enough young men, many of these girls, that afternoon, were 
dancing together, better off than they v'ould have been with the 
newer and more fashionable dances, more highly charged with 
sex. I forget what Viennese waltz, by Leliar or Oscar Straus, 
was being played, probably something out of 7 he (.ount of 
Luxemburg or A Waltz Dream , but I know it helped me to low 
myself in the scene. And I wasn't pleased to find myself jerked 
out of it by Inspector Orabb. 

‘Very nice, Mi Hermastle,’ he said, sitiing dowm beside me 
and putting his wet bowler on the broad ledge of the balcony. 
‘Very like indeed. But I still say it fiightens me.’ 

‘Oh- in here too, it fiightens you. Inspector.’ 

‘That’s tight. Outside, inside, all the* same. But lhen»I don't 
sec what you see. I lia\e to loo! a bit longer and hat dor. And 
there might be a Bt inkle y, a Maeka\, a Stratton down their, 
keeping nit e time* 

‘Who .uc they?’ 

‘Murderets, Mr llerncastle. Some of the few we caught. 
And siiu e 1 saw you 1 ist, l'\e tun into h.df-a-do/c n mote wide 
boss from London not up line for tluii health or anybody 
rise’s. Tilts re not my concern these days, of course -l'\e 
other iislt to fry- but I It t ’em know I spotted ’em. Now 
about these two men you work with, Mr Hcrncastlc -Sam 
Haves and Ben Hayes — can you tell me anything about 
’em?’ 

‘Not much. Except when we’re on stage or backstage, I 
see nothing of them. I'd call them reliable- but dull.' 

‘Betting men, though, aren't they"* Betting men lose ofiener 
than they win. Right? Then they need money. That's your 
weakness when you're a betting man.’ 

‘It’s always seemed to me a stupid business. But Sam and 
Ben have never asked me to lend them any money.’ 

‘What about Mr Ollanton? Do they ask him?’ 
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‘I’d hate to tell you what Uncle Nick would say if they tried 
to touch him. He’s a hard man, Inspector.’ 

The dancers were applauding the band or themselves now; 
the delightful moving pattern was just a lot of people; the dance 
was done. And I wished they would all begin again and that 
Crabb would go away. 

‘But would you say — a ruthless man?’ Crabb was giving a 
fairly good imitation of a person passing the time with Small- 
talk. ‘ Or would that be going too far, Mr Hcrncastle? ’ 

‘I think much too far, Inspector. But of course I’m prejudiced 
in his favour. He’s treated me very well on the whole, but then, 
after all, he is my mother’s brother.’ 

‘Has a wife living in Brighton, I’m told,’ said Crabb, still 
doing his small-talk act. ‘They don’t get on — eh? Then he 
was living with what’s-her-naine — Cissie Mapcs, wasn’t he? 
Cot rid of her rather in a hurry, didn't he? Oh- - it must be the 
I.ancers now r , the way they’re forming up. Never cared for the 
Lancers myself. What about stretching our legs?’ 

He examined his bowler, gave it a rub with the inside of his 
mackintosh, was about to put it on but then changed his mind, 
and then we began moving round the back of the balcony. 
The band went into some jiggety-joggety I.ancers tune, which 
I could hear as a background to the talk that Crabb poured into 
my ear. 

‘Had a word w r ith this Cissie Mapcs before I came up here. 
Not under suspicion of course, as Furness told you. But I thought 
she might have noticed something I could use. When they’re 
not lying their little heads oil- and most of ’em can’t resist it — 
women often tell you something useful. They notice more than 
men do. They’re detectives by instinct.’ 

‘And what did you get out of poor Cissie, Inspector?’ 

‘Ah — you say poor Cissie. Do you know why?’ 

‘Well, chidly, I think, because my uncle was rather hard on 
her.’ 

‘Well, unless she’s very lucky — and I don’t think she’s going 
to be — I’d say she’ll be on the streets very shortly. And then 
the next time I see her, if ever I do, she'll be in a back be.droom, 
Paddington way, with her throat cut — ’ 

‘Oh — shut up!’ I stopped to glare at him. ‘Look — I’m sorry, 
Inspector, but I was fond of Cissie — ’ 

He took my arm, really to start us moving again, but I felt 
almost as if he w r ere arresting me. ‘How fond? Didn’t go to bed 
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with her, did you? No, I know that. She told me. You were just 
friends, she said. Right. Then I offended you, didn’t I, by saying 
she’d be going on the streets? I’m a nasty brutal chap — eh? 
But I don’t want her to go on the streets, though I’m not her 
friend. You are — right? But what will you do to make sure she 
doesn’t go on the streets? I’ll tell you. Not a bloody thing, my 
boy. I just might, but you won’t. Nor your uncle, who used her 
and then stopped using her. So how much are your delicate 
fine feelings worth — eh? And d'you know where you’re living? 
On the inoon. Not down here, where a lively girl, just being silly 
as lively girls often are, suddenly finds some fingers round her 
throat and gets turned into a piece of meat. And if I feel 
frightened in a place like this, where it’s all amusement and 
silliness, it’s because I know there aic tigers loose. 1 live with 
that knowledge, young man, clay ancl night.’ This time he 
stopped. Wc were in a blank coiridor, where the ballroom 
ended and the band rould hatdlv be he.ml. 'Now is there anv- 
thing you can tell me that I ought to know?' 

‘No, there isn't, Inspector,’ 1 assured him earnestly. 

‘All right, then, f.njoy youiscli. But be cartful. 'I here’s 
enough clap round here to lay up a brigade of cavalry, horses 
and all. Good afternoon, Mr llenx astir.' 

The five or six days that followed this encounter in the 
Winter Gardens were very strange indeed. To begin with, this 
was Bl.u kpool in early Jul), the hie holiday season, with the 
whole plate crammed and roaring with mums and dads and 
kids and girly-gitls ancl imitation Knots. 'I'm (tribal the Filbert , 
the A nut with the A', Basil Hallnin was singiru.) Anything that 
could tlaitn a few pennies or trap a sj\p<nee was in frtll swirtg. 
From the rowdy-dowdy South Shore to the mote grntei 1 North 
Shore, the holiday money of the innocents was cascading, down 
into the shows, eating houses, shops that sold nothing worth 
having, the wine lodges and pubs, into the outstretched hands 
of pierrots and buskers, photographers, lake auctioneers, hoarse 
vendors of peppermint and pineapple Blackpool Rock and ice- 
e ream and candy floss, fortune-tellers, dealers in comic hats, 
false noses, miniature walking-sticks, water pistols, balloons, 
and the things that rolled out as you blew and made rude 
noises. And there were mornings when nothing sccnred real 
except the children hurrying w ith their buckets and spades and 
the wind blowing from the sea. And above it all, an iron up- 
raised finger by day, a narrow constellation by night, rose the 



Tower, not new even then and seemingly a giant toy, but really 
perhaps a presage of a coming murderous age of towel's. 

It was strange to wonder at it all during the day and then 
find oneself every night in the middle of it at the Palace, where 
the same people laughed and clapped and Oo’d and Ah’d as 
if they'd never been in a variety theatre before. Lily Farris, 
with the melodious giilish sentiment concocted by Morgen, 
and the Ragtime Three, who made the most noise, were their 
favourites. However, they were always ready to admire and 
applaud Uncle Nick, though he had to work harder than usual 
to capture the attention of such audiences, noisy and restless 
and unable to cone enti ate foi long — he was at his best in front 
of people who weic closely attentive, sc< ptie.il, defying him to 
bamboozle them — and I often caught a sardonic glint in his 
eye. But in any event, lie wasn't his customary self during this 
Blackpool time. 

But what was stranger still was to wandei about in this vast 
idiotic holiday-carnival undrr the influence', as I soon was, of 
Inspector (Irabb. 1 ran into him somewlicic ever) day, and he 
always insisted upon t. liking, lie Intel his own professional 
least ns, of course l knew imiiiu live lv that really he was 
always hard at woik -but < veil so 1 think he enjoyed emptying 
and darkening the scene lor me, stripping it of all its silly 
pink llesh to show me the haul and olten murderous bones. 
Sometime\s, quite delibei airly, I think, he would briefly dc'scribe 
some other case of murder in whit h he’d been involved, ollermg 
me the corpse, tin* se attend clues, the closing of the net, the 
murderer flapped. It was as if he made me see, running through 
the coloured paper and the' gold and silver tinsel of this Black- 
pool holiday scene, a scarlet cord dripping with blood. He 
destroyed whatever innocence it had. And it was here 'hat the 
sinister feeling, which 1 had fust known, months before, when 
I had seen all those dwarfs at Joe Bosenby’s, arrived at its 
climax. This was not Blackpool’s fault, but I never went there 
again. 

The only person in the act who wasn’t behaving strangely 
W'as Doris Tingley, very much herself if only because Blackpool 
and its crow'ds offered her endless excuses for indignation and 
belligerency. But Doris hated walking, so wc never met during 
the day. Sam and Ben, never lively at any time now seemed 
fixed in a sullen withdrawn mood. I never saw Barney except 
on the stage, but then I’d always tried to avoid him because he 
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irritated me. His competitor or colleague, Philip Tewby, 
might have been sent back to London for all I knew, and the 
only time I mentioned him, Uncle Nick shut me up. As for 
Uncle Nick, now I saw him only at night, for he rarely got up 
before I had gone out and then he would go off somewhere in 
his car. 1 put this down to his dislike of the mid-day boarding- 
house dinner, when we all sat round one table, but then I was 
puzzled by his silence about where he’d been and what he was 
doing. On the Sunday, the beginning of the set ond week, when 
I came back fi’om my walk, Mrs Taggart told me that he must 
have gone oir to Fleetwood, because he’d been asking her about 
the road there and hotels; but he never said a word about it to 
me when he returned, faiily late that night. It wasn't that he 
was unfriendly, making me feel I’d offended him in some way. 
But he seemed completely self-absorbed and determined not to 
be communicative. So I felt shut out, and now that Nancy had 
had plenty of time to reply to my last, my final sad letter, and 
hadn’t, I felt < ompletely and finally shut out there too, and was 
lelt with the unsohed murder and Crabb and the Blackpool 
scene and the sinister feeling. 

So one night I au opted the invitation of my neighbours, 
Maisie Duwo and Peggy Canford, to join them in their bedroom 
for a drink. They had a bottle of port and I brought some 
whisky, making a nasty mistme if you didn’t keep to one drink 
- and we didn't - and we told stories and giggled a lot, and 
Maisie was saucy and naughty and vaguely amorous, sitting on 
the floor and leaning against my knees, but I knew' instinctively 
that it was Peggy, sitting across horn us, not touching anybody, 
just staring, her fine eyes burning, her wide mouth now a little 
loose, who was in the mood for deeds and not more and more 
silly words. So I wasn't surprised, half an hour after I’d left 
them, to hear her come creeping into my room. And it wasn't 
much good, and I was sorry because I liked Peggy though I'd 
no real sexual feeling for her. After Julie, she seemed inexperi- 
enced and clumsy, rather embarrassing, but the chief trouble 
was that she was thinking about some other man, and, befoie 
she left me, she began crying at the thought of him. I fell 
asleep at once when she did leave me, but an hour or two after- 
wards, with the port and whisky at war inside me, I woke and 
had to think after a fashion, though I didn’t want to, and every- 
thing my mind alighted on seemed either darkly confused or 
altogether hateful. 
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It \\ \s on the Wedncsdav ol the second Blackpool week that 
Unde Nick looked into m\ diessing-room, just liter we’d come 
up alter the first house pufoi inane r. \nd this in itself v\ us a 
suipnse after he d been so aloof ‘Quite a stiang. i,’ I told lum 
•Don’t try to be lunnv, fact It isn’t sout stvle. Now tlitn - 
did you see your fnenel Inspeetoi Ciabb tod i\ > 

'\es, just loi a minute 01 two, tljs altunoon. Ran into lum 
b\ aeeident, as usual ’ 

‘ j hat s whit i m think Did lit si\ am thing” 
is, lie s ml he w is going up to 1 onelon tomouow ’ 

‘^ou’h ciilam 1 ' 

‘I’m ceitain he siiel it, L in lr \uk ’ 

‘Did he v sin pie ised with hnnsill ” 

‘Raid to tell with him But now \ou ask me \es, I think 
he did.’ 

L neh Nick nodded ‘We e ui't t dk hen md amhow I 
iua\ hut things to elo, be sielt s imusine these blew kin ads loi a 
s< eond time. Now hstt n, lad C emu up to be droom sliaight 
altei ‘uppei. If sou weie going to elo am thing else have e>ne 
of thost gnls, for instant e -drop it I want you up in my room, 
then we can t ilk lake it e o\ dining suppei Don t give any- 
bodv the impassion \ou’ie eseited and eager to gt t away — 
t'\ to seem natui d but a minute oi uvo aflei 1 ve gone up, 
\ou follow me Right 1 And ktep youi head suewed on, lad 
^ ou’ie going to ik eel it ’ 

live minutes aftei he’d left die suppu table, I d joined him 
m Ins room He locked the dooi md then put two chans as far 
away bom it as tins woulel go ‘Sit tin re, ltd And keep your 
\oiee down. And if I forget and laise mm , just remind me 
Now one (>f two things is genng to happen ie>monow Lithe i 
Ciabb v going to I onelon, as he told y f >", and ll he is, then he’s 
going to tell his suptnoi oiliters lie’s eracked the Colmar Case 
and to ask for a wan ant. Oi he’s banking on you telling me he’s 
gone to London— and he’ll keep out of the way until evening — 
and then he’ll spnng the trap And < ltlier way I’m re ady to bet 
an\ money thcic’ll be a couple of plain-clothes men outside 
that stage dooi tomonow night. However, I’ve made my 
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preparations. But I need your help, lad. So now I’ve got to 
put it to you.’ 

Then I understood, in a flash, what I ought to have seen 
days and days before. Perhaps I did, but had immediately 
buried the thought. ‘It was Barney, wasn’t it?’ 

‘Yes, it was Barney all right. And of course Sam and Ben 
lied when they told the police he’d left early with them that 
night. They’re still sticking to it, but Crabb stopped believing 
them, I fancy, some days ago, and I never did believe them, 
though I thought at first they were just saving Barney some 
trouble. Even now they don’t kn av he did it. But I know, 
because I put it to him and he confessed. That’s why I sent 
for Tew'by, even before I knew exactly what I was going to 
do.’ 

‘And what ate you going to do, untie?’ 

He gave me a long hard look. ‘I’m going to ask you to give 
me a hand helping a murderer to escape,’ he said grimly. 
‘That’s what it’ll look like, and what we’ll be charged with 
if we’re caught. This is no joke, lad. YVo’ie for it if this trick 
doesn’t come oil’. But what else can I do? This poor little tor- 
mented sod isn’t a murderer. He didn't want to kill her. She’d 
deliberately excited him, and then laughed in his Tace, telling 
him he wasn't a man. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d 
got his hands round her neck and was shaking her, and then 
she triced to scream and he felt he had to stop her. He’ll never do 
it to anybody else. He’s not a killer, not a sex maniac, just an 
excitable silly little man wlio’d the bad luck to get entangled 
with a stupid cruel teaser. And 1 can’t let them arrest him, put 
him in clock after dock, ge t some prosecuting K.G. to turn him 
into a monster until in the end they diag him kicking and 
screaming to the- hangman. Now', lad, either you agree with 
that oi you don’t. If you do, and if you’re ready to help me, 
then remember you’re going dead against the law and you 
could be in the clock yourself - -accessory after the fact or what- 
ever it is. You may like Crabb, 1 don’t know', but for my money 
lie’s a cruel bastard, and above him there are rows and rows 
of ’em, with wigs and gowns and trumpets, all hard-hearted 
self-righteous old buggers.’ 

‘ Keep your voice down,’ I told him. 

‘All right, lad, all right. But are you with me or with them?’ 

‘ I’in with you, of course.’ 

‘Good for you, Richard. And I’m sorry I’ve seemed so 
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stand-offish lately, not telling you anything, but I daren’t 
till I knew how you’d take it. Besides, you were seeing too 
much of Crabb, who’s about ten times as artful as you think he 
is. But some of us are artful too, and we happen to be in the 
vanishing-and-escape business.’ Clearly feeling relieved now, 
he lit a cigar, produced a bottle of champagne that had a little 
tap fixed in its cork, filled two glasses and told me to drink 
to the trick of the Vanishing Dwarf. 

‘I must explain one thing, lad, before I come to details. 
Why have I dragged you into this? First — and more important 
as you’ll soon see — I can’t work the effect by myself. Secondly, 
the more it’s muddled between us — you doing something you 
don’t understand but have been told to do — me being some- 
where else and not knowing what they’re talking about — the 
less chance they'll have of convicting us of anything if we don’t 
bring it off. It'll seem so muddled they won’t know where they 
are. But— by God, lad — there hasn’t to be any muddle on our 
side. You and I have to know exactly what W'e’re doing. It’s 
the same old thing I’ve told you befoic. On the inside we plan 
and time it exactly while the audience on the outside— the 
police now — just look on half-dazed — ’ 

‘But it’s haidly the same, though, Uncle Nick,’ 1 ventured 
to cut in. ‘The audience comes to be entertained. It asks to be 
deceived. But the police — ’ 

‘Yes, yes, yes, I know. They’re shaiper and we’ll have to be 
sharper. But the dilfeience is still there --between what really 
happens on the inside and what seems to be happening from 
the outside. Now let’s get on. No -wait —I’ll put the stuff to- 
gether fit st.’ Then, in his quick neat fashion, he brought out an 
odd assortment of things front vat ious drawers and his trunk. 

After he had carefully checked these things, he went on: 
‘Now tills lot you take to Tewby in the morning: grease paint, 
white beatd and moustache and spirit gum, turban and long 
robe. lie has the stilt-boots, he’s been getting used to ’em for 
the past week. You help him to dress and make up. Don’t leave 
him till you’re satisfied with his appearance and feel sure he 
can do it himself. He has to look like a fairly tall and rather 
frail old Indian. This old Indian will pay me a call between 
the houses, arriving at the stage door at twenty to nine and 
leaving at nine o’clock. You’ll bring him — and this means 
you’ll change as soon as we’ve finished the act for the first 
house — and you’ll take him away. Only of course he’ll be 
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Tewby when he comes, and Barney when he goes. Tewby 
takes over Barney’s part for the second house — ’ 

‘ Will he know what to do? ’ 

‘What d’you take me for, lad? I’ve coached him and he’s 
seen the show four times from the gallery, wearing a blazer and 
a schoolboy cap. And he’s a smart little chap — not like Barney. 
He’ll know what to do all right.’ 

I accepted that, and said so. ‘Barney exchanges costume and 
make-up with Tewby — wearing the stilt-boots, of course — ’ 

‘Of course. He’ll be clumsier than Tewby but he’s only to 
hobble downstairs, with us helping him, and then to go from 
the stage door to the car that’ll be waiting, leaning on your arm. 
And don’t forget that whoever’s watching the stage door will 
have already seen this old Indian arrive. Besides, they’re 
waiting for a dwarf, remember.’ 

‘ But when I’ve got Barney into the car, where do I take him? ’ 

‘To Fleetwood,’ said Unde Nick, leaning forward as he 
lowered his voice. ‘I’ve already fixed that. Look — here are 
four fivers. That’s what I’ve agreed to pay. There's a Dutch 
coaster, bound lor Rotterdam, l)ing there-- the Flora — 
Captain Fmler. All T have to do is to telephone a message 
to him in the morning- I've fixed all that too — tilling him 
when to expect you. I’ll tell you later exactly where to find the 
Flat a. The car’s all fixed too. You can leave that to me. None 
of these chaps knows wlvat we’re up to —1 couldn’t risk that — 
but it doesn't matter if they know it’s something shady, they’re 
not fond of the polite, any of ’em.’ 

‘Does Barney know where he's going?' 

‘Not yet. You'll tell him. But he's so frightened, he’ll go 
anywhere. I've already written to a man I know in Rotterdam 
- -I’ve played there and he’s a kind of agent — and all I have 
to do in the morning is to send him a cable, which won’t mean 
anything to anybody but him. I'll give Barney some money — 
ten or fifteen sovereigns he can change in Rotterdam — and 
then he'll do the best he can till he gets a job over tlier e — they 
have plenty of circuses in Holland and Germany. However he 
goes on, it’ll be better than hanging. But you’ll have to keep 
a firm hand on him, he’ll be gibbering with fright — poor 
little bugger!’ 

Here I ought to explain that such an escape from one coun- 
try to another was much easier in 19 r 4 than it would have been 
afterwards. Except in Russia and Turkey no passports were 
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required. It was only after our gieat war for freedom, and to 
make the world safe for democracy, that we were all cldmped 
into the passport system, thereby making it possible for totali- 
tarian states to keep a stranglehold on then citizens. (Take 
away an ordinary decent man’s passport, and he is helpless. 
Only rogues, with an ample choice of forged passports, can 
defy the system.) Another smaller pornt ts that the British 
golden sovereign, which wc used then, could be exchanged any- 
where abroad because its lace value was rts actual value m 
gold. So, with no passpor ts wanted, tro visas, and with a handful 
of sovereigns, you could go anywhere at a moment's notice. 
And as Uncle Nick and I were talking, late that night, the whole 
easv age was sauntering towards Us destitution. 

* i 'll be out of the <u t foi the s< cond house,’ 1 told Uncle Nick. 

‘You’re not indispensable >ct, lad,’ said l n< le .Nick, grin- 
ning. ’We’ll just have to get along without \ou. I’ve worked 
it out. W r c drop J he VaniAui# Cyrfist and of com sc v\c ran’t 
put in Tin Rual .\Jaguiuns without the boots, which dorr t 
loigit to biing back. It’ll go better with J'cwbv than it ever 
did with Barney. But I’ll have the Box and the levitation 
(fleet again Denis is more dependable than C’issie ever was 
- and I’ll include some of tlio old tiieks. Well manage. 
Now just run through what vou have to do, lad, so eu make no 
mistakes. Jhat suilragetk laik wc worked in Teels was just 
plavrng aiotind compared with this. One wrong move, don t 
feuget, and we’ie under ainst. Ne>\\, tun through it slowly, 
Richard.’ 

Tvcn during the morning of that Ihi.isdty the stifling 
feeling of excitement mixed with apprehcii ion began to build 
up. ’faking the things out to Philip ’lew by and then helping 
him with the old Indian costume md make -up was e asy enough, 
but even then there was one* awkward moment. It came when 
we were both talisficd with hrs nppe .nance and he had moved 
around a little wearing the stilt-boots, which added nearly 
two feet to his height and, with the long « he , made him look an 
entirely different person. He giirnae ed a bit as he moved around 

in them. } 

c I’ve done my best to tjet usi d to them, Mi Hrrricastle, he 

said. ‘But because of the angle of my feet and the straps, they 
arc rather painful, I’m afraid.’ With the beard, the turban, 
the robe, the added height, he was somebody quite strange, 
but the sad wise dwarf’s eyes were still the same. 
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'I’m sorry, Mr Tewby, but it won’t be too bad. You can 
take everything off now, and then be ready for me tonight at 
about twenty-past eight. When we get out of the car at the 
stage door, you can hold on to my arm, as if you’re a frail 
old man, then it’s only a matter of getting through the stage 
door and climbing some steps.’ 

‘And then I change costume and make-up and take part in 
the act, Mr Herncastle. With some preliminary instructions 
from Mr Ollanton, I hope. That’s understood? Very well. Then 
I’ve only one question, Mr Herncastle. Why am I doing this? ’ 

This question was something I’d never discussed with Uncle 
Nick. For a moment or two I didn’t know what to say. ‘Mr 
Tewby,’ I began slowly, ‘you’re just doing what you’ve been 
told to do. You don’t know what it’s all about. You can’t imag- 
ine.’ I looked hard at him. ‘You can’t possibly imagine, Mr 
Tewby.’ 

‘1 sec, Mr Herncastle.’ He took off his turban, then sat 
down to loosen the big boots. ‘I’ve had some interesting dis- 
cussions with Mr Schurer. He still wants to leave the country, 
before it’s too late, he says. He doesn’t understand that Mr 
Asquith, a man of peace, would never allow this country to be 
dragged into some European war. Mr Schurer and*his friends 
are too excitable, far too excitable. Oh — one last question, Mr 
Herncastle. If, by chance, the police ask me how long I’ve 
been working with Mr Ollanton — what do I say?’ 

‘Tell them the truth, Mr Tewby. Since the beginning of last 
week — Tuesday, wasn't it? But you don’t need to tell them 
exactly what you’ve been doing. I’ll pick you up here— as the 
old Indian scholar, Dr Ram Dass of Bombay — at twenty-past 
eight.’ 

I walked back, having taken a taxi there. During the rest 
of the morning and in the afternoon, when I felt so disturbed 
I had to take another walk, the excitement went churning 
around deep inside, yet at the same time, as I cut my way 
through the holiday crowds, now in the sun again, I felt that 
what we were proposing to do, with our stilt-boots and false 
whiskers, seemed quite unreal, just a kind of joke between 
Uncle Nick and me, nothing to do with policemen and prisons. 
But then, when the excitement refused to be kept down, quite 
suddenly the crowds, all the holiday sights and sounds, would 
seem unreal, with nothing real left except my part in Uncle 
Nick’s latest and greatest illusion. 
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He had a last quick word with me as I was changing after 
our first house performance. 1 I’ve told the stage-door keeper 
I’m expecting an Indian visitor — 5 

‘He’s Dr Ram Dass of Bombay.’ And I began laughing. 

‘Easy, lad, easy. And don't rush things. There’s plenty of 
time. Easy docs it, Richard. Oh — and the chap who’ll be 
driving your car is Stan Brown. I’m paying him well, and he 
knows what’s what and doesn’t give a damn for anybody.* 

It was a big impresshe car, and Stan Brown was wearing a 
chauffeur’s cap and uniform. As I sat beside him and then we 
dtovo off, looking straight ahead and hardly moving his lips 
he said: ‘As a rule I don't put on this sott o’ gear, but it’ll 
be useful tonight. Nothing like a uniform and the idea there’s 
Miinebody lieh and impmtanl in the caper to impress the 
bloody bobbies. Notice them two plain-c lothes men watching 
the stage dooi? You surprise me. Stuck out a mile, silly twerps! 
When that's all you're up against, it’s a shame to take the 
money. Who are we fete lungs’ ' 

'Dr Ram Dass of Bombay.’ 

‘I’ll believe vou but thousands wouldn’t. And what would 
h< be an t xpcit on, in case I’m asked.’’ 

‘Indian magic.’ 

‘That's right. There’s a big lun on that in Fleetwood, they 
tell me.' 

There was nobody at the Sebum's to see Tcwby as l)r Ram 
Dass come downstairs and then go out to the car, leaning on my 
arm. Max Schurer was working, and Uncle Nick, Tewby told 
me, had given Mrs Scburei two tickets for some show. This 
time I rode at the back with my distinguished old Indian, but 
that didn’t prevent Stan Brown fiom talking to me over his 
shoulder. 

‘If he's a famous old Indian, then I’m Maude Allan,’ Stan 
told me. ‘I’ll admit he’s a better job than the Father Christ- 
mases we have round here, but he won’t stand a good close 
look, not while it’s still daylight. I’ll get in as close to the stage 
door as I can, then you’ll have to work fast— getting him out 
and then inside.’ 

If anybody had challenged me when I was helping Tcwby 
out, he could have heard my heart thumping. But nobody did. 
There are always people hanging around a stage door and I 
caught an ‘Oo— look at him’ and a giggle or two. As we passed 
the stage-door keeper, with Tewby on my arm, I said: ‘I’m 
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afraid there are some steps to climb , Dr Ram Dass. But ue 
can take them slowly Unfortunately we’d no alternative ; 
the stilt-boots were hard to manage going upstairs; and though 
Uncle Nick’s dressing-room, where I was taking him, was only 
up one flight, I was sweating with impatience and anxiety 
before we arrived there. As this was between the houses, there 
were some people about, all performers, but they looked only 
mildly curious. You would need a two-headed man to excite 
people backstage. 

Once inside the dressing-room, with the door locked behind 
them, and under Uncle Nick’s sharp instruction, the two dwarfs 
quickly exchanged costumes and make-up, though I had to 
help Barney with the boots, which he feared and hated, and 
Uncle Nick added some last touches to his Ram Dass make-up. 
Then, when it was already about five minutes to nine , we ran 
into more trouble with Barney, who was shaking and almost 
hysterical. He’d brought a big bag with him that he wanted to 
take aw'ay. 

‘It’s impossible,’ 1 said to Uncle Nick. ‘Wliat are we sup- 
posed to be doing with a big bag? And who’ll <airy it? lie 
can’t - and manage the boots. I can’t- if I’m to support him - 

‘I know, I know. It stays here.’ 

‘Oh— Mis’ Ollan ton —Mis’ llerncastle,* Barney began 
yelling. ‘All my things my precious tilings 

‘Shut up, you silly little bugger,’ Uncle Nick told him 
fiercely. ‘We’re trying to do the best we can tin you.’ 

‘If I may make a suggestion, Mr Ollanton,’ said Trwhv, 
now a Hindoo dwarf. ‘If Barney picks out the things he reallv 
must have, then w'C roll them into a bundle, he could can) it 
under his robe.’ 

‘Right. Get on w r ifh it, you two.’ Then Uncle Nick looked 
at me. ‘One thing, Richard. Whatever Stun wants vou to do, 
between here and Fleetwood, just sec you do it. Stan knows 
what he’s doing. Right? And the best ofluck, lad. I won’t forget 
this. Now you understand exactly what you've got to do 
at Fleetwood? Hurry up with that bundle, you two. Time’s 
getting on. And for God’s sake — try to keep steady, Barney. 
Yes, lad, I'm coming down with you. Makes a bit more fuss 
and muddle.’ 

As w r e went out, Barney, who was shaking and very wobbly 
in the boots, had Uncle Nick, very impressive in his Indian 
Magician’s rig, on one side of him and me on the other; and 
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we almost carried him to the door of the car, which Stan, 
looking both important and respectful, was holding open. 

‘Been a gicat pleasure and a privilege, Dr Bass,’ Uncle 
Nick cried heartily, as I pushed Barney, now nearly collapsing, 
further along the back seat and got in beside him. Uncle Nick 
was holding the door open himself now, filling the space, while 
Stan climbed into his chiving seat. ‘Hope we can meet again, 
Dr Dass,’ he cried, and then slammed the door as Stan moved 
off. Fortunately for us, the light was going quickly now. If i! 
hadn’t been, I don't think we could ever have carried otf the 
substitution, Barney being in such a st.ite, almost gibbering. 
As it was, I thought, to mv horror, 1 heard somebody shouting 
'Just a minute’ as we were on the move, though 1 wasn't 
certain, and anyhow Stan Brown was not the man to be halted 
like that. 

H< drove faiily fast, but not fast enough to attract any 
attention, not tow aids the Nmtli Shore, which would be on 
mil wav to Fleetwood, but towaids the South Slioie. ‘Aren’t 
you going the w'rong wav.’’ 1 called to him. 

‘No, not tm what I’m going to do, chummy,’ he called bu k. 
’You stait hm lying Urn up - and we’ll all be in the can. I 
know what I’m doing.’ 

Somewhc ie on the edge of the town, at the bae k of the South 
Shore, he chove us into a gaiagc*. It was a biggish plat e, badly 
lit, where there were perhaps half-a-dozen euis. ‘Ail change 
here. Out von get,’ he shouted as we stopped. 'I hen as he got 
out, he called to somebody invisible tr me: ‘All light, Charlie, 
it’s only me - Stan. I’ll be * iking the little tome r.’ 

I dragged lather than helped Barney out. ‘Why have you 
brought us heie, Stan - ’’ 

‘We change cais, we change Jigs, we’ie going to be diflcient 
people. At least I am and so is he —you can just wcnir a big 
cap, I’ve got one somewhere. There s no ehauflcur now- see'. 
He was ah each taking olf his uniform coat. ‘And help him to 
look like whatever he is like. And if he’s wh it I think he is, he’s 
going to sit on the floor in the back. I hen, instead of two nobs 
and a chauffeur in a big car, w» re just two chaps in a little 
car. You mightn’t think it, but I’m Careful Stan, 1 am. And 
don’t forget, Fleetwood’s only ten miles aw'ay, and it’s getting 
darker every minute.’ 

I still had to help Barncv to change and remove his make-up. 
I thought after I had got him out of the stilt-hoots he w'ould 
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have to go barefoot to Holland , but he had some slippers in 
his bundle. I wrapped the whiskers and the turban and the 
boots in the robe, and stuffed them into the back of the touring 
car. Barney crept into the back and vanished. I sat in front 
and waited for Stan, who’d gone to have a talk with the invisible 
Charlie. It was about ten o’clock when we left the garage and 
after half-past ten when we came within sight of the Flora at 
Fleetwood. After Barney and I had got out of the car, Stan 
said he wanted to see some pal of his and that he would come 
back for me just after eleven. 

Captain Freeler was a thick shomsh chap with the broadest 
behind I’d ever seen on a man. He regarded Barney and his 
bundle with genial contempt and put a member ol the crew in 
charge of him. I said good-bye to Barney and then follow ed 
Captain Freeler into his cabin, where I handed hnn the four 
five-pound notes that Uncle Nick had given me for him. 

Captain Freeler didn’t like the look of them. ‘1 hoped to 
have twenty of your fine English sovereign pit t is.’ 

‘You can get them from the bank in the morning. Captain,’ 

I told him. ‘When do sou sail 1 ’ 

‘Not till early afternoon. So I will go to the bank, a> you sav.’ 

‘And you’ll keep Barney -the dw.uf -out of sight tumor tow, 
please.’ 

‘Of course, of course. He will not be si en. Someone meets him 
in Rotterdam um? All that h.is bet n arranged, no doubt um? 
.So -we have a diink.’ 

The Dutch schnapps or w hates n it was made me shudder. 

‘It is too strong for you?' 

‘Well, the truth is, Captain Fieelcr, I’m tired I’ve had a 
long day- and mv stomach’s empty - ’ 

‘O-ho — you ha\e empty stomach. So we eat a little. Sit 
down please, young man. In five minutes we have something 
to eat.’ 

While he was gone, I tried the schnapps again, cautiously 
this time. I could hear Captain Freeler shouting something 
m Dutch. Now that we seemed to have brought oil the decep- 
tion, Uncle Nick’s most ambitious illusion, 1 felt deflated, not 
elated. 

‘Dutch pea soup,’ Captain Freeler announced, as he re- 
turned followed by a man carrying a large tray. ‘There is 
nothing better — all times of day and night. So — you add as 
many little pieces of ham — bacon — as you wish— like so.’ 
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And & minute later I was helping myself to the tiny pieces of 
fried bacon and sprinkling them on to the soup, w Inch was 
thick, almost solid. It was also very good, and vears aftciwatds, 
when I had a painting holiday in Holland, I often oidcitd 
Dutch pea soup and lemcmbcied Captain Tmler and the 
night of Barney’s escape. 

It must have been nearei twehe o’clock than eleven when 
Stan bi ought me to within a lew vards of the digs and then 
f topptd I told him I would get the iobc and stull out ol tlu 
cai . But bcfoie I could move, he hid checked me '] d 1< ive 
it ll I was vou, chummv, he told me, talking out of tlu suU < i 
his mouth. 'I hat s a police sergeant standing time, when vou 
want to go. Pick vour stull up toinouow It h be in the gai igc 
Now vou lust get out quuth.t ike no uotiee oflmti, and look as ll 
mothci s milk is j mining out of van mouth ' 

I saw the seiecant but pretended 1 h idn t, while lie pn- 
tcncled not to lno c seen nu. Hum was a light conuic fiom 
under tht dmmg-ioom dooi, so I vent in then l rule Nuk 
v\ is sitting at tlu t tble , smoking a e tg u and dunking elnni- 
pmne Outlie otlu r side of tlu t eble, looking ve iv ainuv w is 
Impectoi C i ibb 

Wluu hive )ou bee id ( i ibb tsleel shuplv 
Whit’s it to do vuth )ou when he’s been’ s ml l Tie It 
Nick Howe ve i, Riehaitl, tie tell a point fell him Me ee>o 
I’ve be til wotide ling wlu it vou d got to Had youi supper? 

'its tbits whtie I ve been Having some supper with 
a fin nd No law eg. mst it, is tlu n , lnspcitot 1 

flow long has that dw uf, 1< wb> be e n w tilling villi you'’’ 
Well, lu aim ed a wiek last lutstli\ I know bee ui'f 
I met him ’ 

‘When did the other one, Baniev, go 

‘A few days afterwards, 1 suppose, Inspeetoi. I lie two 
dwarfs lookerl evacth alike in then make -up, so 1 nevei notueel 
when Barney left andlewbv toeikover bom him ’ 

‘Barney was seen going in and out of tlu Palate stage door 
right up to tonight.’ 

I shook my head. ‘That would tic 1 ewby.’ 

‘They arrested poor little Tewbv tonight,’ said Uncle Nick, 
‘though of c-ouisc they had to let him go. 

‘Arrested him for what, uncle 1 ’’ 

‘That’s enough of the cross-talk,’ said C.abb angrily. He 
glaied at me. ‘WTiere’s Barney now 11 ’ 
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*1 don’t know, Inspector. Why should I? He wasn’t a friend 
of mine. You should try Joe Bosenby’s Agency — 5 

‘I’ve told him that,’ said Uncle Nick. 

Crabb brought his hands down flat on the table and then 
got up. ‘We’ll find him, y’know. Don’t make any mistake 
about that. And when we do, I’ll make him talk. And then 
one of you — probably both of you — will be in it up to the ncc k, 
or I’ll cat my hat.’ 

‘Well, good night, Inspector,’ said Uncle Nick affably. 

Crabb’s reply was to bang the door. Then the outer door 
was opened and shut violently. 

‘Good lad! He got no more change out of you than he did 
out of me. He knows damned well that we diddled him but he 
can’t think how. The great Inspector Crabb is baffled. I tala 
it everything w r ent all right at the other end? Good. Then 
Crabb’ s stuck with the Case of the Disappearing Dwail. 
Not bad— eh, lad?’ 

It was, I think, at least in some ways, his best tiick. 


12 

We were in Leicester again during that first week in August, 
when the wai began. Ihis had nothing to do with the Lan- 
cashire tour that had ended at Blackpool. We no long* r shun cl 
the bill with any of those people. Uncle Nick had meant to take 
a holiday, but had been persuaded by Joe Bosrnbv— and, 1 
believe, an extra fifty pounds a week — to accept a few dates 
topping the bill in place of a very popular light comedian, 
Norman Bentley, who was having his appendix taken out. We 
had four dates definitely fixed: Leicestei, Nottingham, Sheffield 
and Leeds. Most of the acts with us at Leicester were terrible, 
August being a thin time for variety in industrial towns. Onlv 
one of them, at the bottom of the bill and so next to us in 
grandeur, was playing the same dates that we were: it was a 
vocal husband-and-wife act, Iris Hampton and Philip Hall, 
who sang duets from operettas and were dressy, stiff and ultra- 
refined, and behaved backstage as if they were slumming. 
Uncle Nick disliked them on sight; and they disliked him be- 
cause they thought they ought to be topping the bill. 
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As the star attraction, earning more money than ever, 
Uncle Nick ought to have been pleased with life. The act itself 
was better than I’d ever known it, chiefly because Doris Tingley 
and Philip Tew by were much quicker and easier to work with 
than Cissie and Barney had been. As a team now, wr were in 
wonderful shape. But a good act isn’t complete without a good 
audience. And the first houses were poorly attended all that 
week — so that Uncle Nick, as he confessed to me, felt he wasn’t 
earning the extra money he’d demanded— and though tlv 
second houses were much better, the audiences were restless 
and silly, unable to concentrate their attention, to Uncle 
Nick’s disgust. As soon as we were in the w.u- though we 
didn’t know how fat in w e w ci e or w hat w as 1 rail} happening -- 
Lucie Nick ended the act wi(h what he called ‘children’s 
par tv conjuring’, pulling out of a tube of paper a lot of flags 
the ‘big flag finish’, he calk cl it, it c ling at himself and always 
concluding with a gigantic Union Jack, which brought more 
applause than all the clescr illusions put together. ‘We’ll 
find ourselves in a madhouse soon, lad,’ he muttered to me as 
we tame oil, one night. ‘I ran ft el it corning. Bloody idiots!’ 

I think he damned the war, tin i<* right at tin- very beginning, 
because he saw' it as another, bigger, mote impressive and 
demanding performer, a lival top ol the bill. When the news- 
boys came running and shouting along the stiec K -a sight and 
sound I’d almost forgotten until I made myself remember those 
Vuerust weeks -- 1 would sometimes buy a paper, but Untie 
Nitk never did, though, if we were together, he’d always con- 
trive to learn the late st new- from me* while still appealing to be 
aloof or contemptuous. Newer an admirer ol 01 dinar y peeiple 
at any time, he was now' savage* in liis scorn. 

‘Just notice the way they’rr taking it, lad. Like* a free trip to 
Blackpool or Margate*. It’s a brand-new bit of excitement at 
last. They lead such dreary' lives in their Land of He, pc and 
Glory— and I’ll bet Ins Hampton and Philip Hall w’ill finish 
their act singing that, by next week -I say the*y lead such 
dreary lives that they think a war, so long as it’s somewhere 
else, is a tn-at. And they’ll display their paliiotisin by throwing 
stones at German bands ard looting pork-butchers’ for free 
sausages. It’s a nasty excitement too, lad. I can feel it in the 
audiences. They don’t want to settle down, look and listen 
properly, enjoy themselves like civilised people. If one of us 
broke our bloody neck, they’d be delighted, the mood they’re 
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in now. I wish to God I’d never let Joe Bosenby talk me into 
this. I ought to be having a holiday now in some quiet litde 
place — West of Ireland perhaps. But then at the moment I 
don’t know a woman I’d like to ask. And a man needs a woman 
on a holiday.’ 

‘Well, find one, Uncle Nick, and then take her on a holiday 
as soon as we’ve played these few dates.’ 

‘You’re too optimistic, lad. Not about the woman — that 
wouldn’t be hard — but about what it’s going to be like. Some 
of ’em seem to imagine it’s going to be all Bank Holidays.’ 

We were talking over supper — wt were sharing digs and 
had them to ourselves — and no sooner had Uncle Nick men- 
tioned Bank Holidays (and we’d had three in succession that 
fiist week) than there came through the open window the 
sound of confused cheering, piobably from the pub down the 
road. 

‘There they go,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘All < heering and beering. 
Hurray for the Navy! Hurt ay for Kitchener — w'ho only knows 
how to beat fuzzy-wuz/ies and Boer farmers! Time cheers 
for the ied, white and blue!’ 

‘Uncle Nick, you talk as if you weren’t on our side.’ But I 
smiled as I said it. 

‘No, that’s not it, lad. But just wait a wetk or two, then I’ll 
explain exactly what I think and ieel about this war business 
we’ve got into. Now let's talk about something else, lor God's 
sake.’ 

The next two weeks, first in Nottingham and then in 
Sheffield, I spent a lot of time with Uncle Nick, just as if I 
already knew, in some dark corner of my mind, that we w r crc 
close to the end of our association. He still had his car, and he 
would run me out to where I wanted to do some sketching or 
painting, go roaring off somewhere, then come back to share 
a late picnic lunch. Two or three times we took Doris Tingley 
and Philip Tewby with us. These ought to have been very 
pleasant days, but w e took that excitement with us, and I for 
one always felt that somewhere not far away, perhaps just the 
other side of the heat haze, things wrre happening that we 
didn't know about and wouldn’t understand if w r e did. I 
didn’t think it was all a lark, like the people Uncle Nick 
denounced; but on the other hand I couldn’t take it quite 
seriously; so I felt uneasy, not firmly on the ground, a bit up 
in the air in the wrong w'ay, and the w ork I did was no good. 
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We’d now got The Magic Painting into the act, and the trick 
daubs I sloshed on twice-nightly — the Rustic Cottage, The 
Wood, and the rest of them — didn’t seem much worse than the 
messes I was making during the day. 

One afternoon, when Doris Tingley was with us, we had to 
stop the car at a crossroads to let a battalion of territorials, 
headed by a band, march past us. Doris cried, and was furious. 
‘ Every dam’ time I hear one of those bands and see all these 
boys marching, I can't stop myself crying. I ought to put in/ 
head in a bag. Crying /’ 

‘You’ve hardly started yet, Doris,’ said Uncle Nick. ‘Theic’s 
going to be plenty of crying bcfoie we’re out of this. God’s 
truth — look at all the dust they’ve kicked up.’ When we were 
out of the dust and had come to sheets again, we stopped near 
a hoarding, ‘bee that poster, Richard. Kitchener wants you. 
What d’you say to that, lad?’ 

I didn’t say anything. Not then. 


*3 


At hie fnd of the Sheffield week and then ,dl thiouglxthe 
week at Leeds, Uncle Nick no longer asked me where I’d like 
him to take me in the car. I wa> back to tiams and trains while 
he, so far as I could gather, spent his time between the digs, 
the Queen’s Hotel and the General Post Office, writing letters, 
telephoning to London, sending telegrams and even cables. I 
didn’t know what he was up t > and took care not to ask him, 
even when pressed by Doris a..d 1 ewby, b< i arise obviously it 
was business, and Uncle Nick liked to keep negotiations to 
himself and then ofr-handedly announce the result of them. 
We all knew we had no immediate date alter this Leeds week, 
and as day after day passed and Unc le Nick said nothing to us, 
just gave us hard looks to st any questions, we were in- 
creasingly curious and anxious. But this was true of me — I 
don’t know about the others — only up to Friday. However, 
I was as surprised — though not as disappointed — as the others 
were when Friday night came and went and he hadn’t said 
anything to us. Indeed, the hard looks were harder than ever. 

I didn’t go out sketching on Saturday — 1 rarely did because 
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there were too many people about in the afternoon — but I 
had a walk during the morning. We were still sharing digs, 
and as soon as I joined him at the dining-table I knew some- 
thing important had happened and that, whatever it was, it 
delighted him, even though he was working hard to hide his 
delight. 

‘I know there’s something ,’ I told him. ‘What is it?’ 

‘Not now, lad. I’ll explain tonight, after we’ve done our 
day’s work and are feeling easier. I want you all there, when 
we’ve changed after our second show, in my dressing-room. 
So tell the others. Oh — and see there .ire glasses to go round — 
I’ve three so you’ll need another three. We’ll be drinking 
champagne, but I’ll look after that — a couple of bottles, I 
fancy. And that’s all till tonight. What’s the latest about 
Gallant Little Belgium? It must be a lot different from the 
Belgium I know.’ 

I didn’t want to argue this point, so I changed the subjtc t. 
‘I wonder what’s happened to Barney.’ 

‘Oh — I forgot to tell you that, lad. He’s with a circus in 
Ilanover. He didn’t t( 11 me of course —I doubt if he can w rite — 
but that Dutch agent did. The Germans an- thorough, so of 
course Barney might be interned now -he might— though I 
doubt if even the Germans will go poking around circus 
dwarfs. By the way, Richard - and \ou can tell the others this - 
I want to see two bang-slap-up splendiferous performances b} 
the (j'anga Dun Company tonight. I have a good reason.’ 

So of course l passed this on to Doris and Tewbv, Sam and 
Ben. Now as a rule a Saturday second house wasn’t our sort of 
audience: it wanted to laugh and to sing chorus songs. And, 
as I've already explained, the war excitement didn’t help us. 
Nevertheless, the performance we gave to the second house at 
the Leeds Empire, that Saturday night at the end of August, 
1914, was the best ever. Apart from all that flag nonsense at 
the end, I bide Nick’s ‘children’s party conjuring', it had 
all our best illusions and effects, including the Box trick, 
which Doris worked much faster than Cissie, The Rn«l 
Magicians , where again Philip Tewby was much better than 
Barney had ever been, The Vanishing Cyclist and my Magic 
Painting. We were all, you might say, magicians and master 
showmen, that night. Everything we did was dead right and 
beautifully timed. And I’ll swear that something went out from 
us to the audience — it is at these times that stuff in a can going 
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on screens can’t be compared with live acts— so that the people 
in front knew intuitively this was no ordinary performance. 
The applause at the end wasn t like thunder, because it never 

is, but it was long and hard, like a hailstorm on a wooden roof. 
And Uncle Nick did something I’d never seen him do before— 
he made us all take a call with him. But then — it was the last 
performance we would ever give with him. 

He was filling glasses when wc arrived in his dressing-room, 
which was the star’s room and so die largest. Td like you to 
take a drink with me first, before I say anything. Sam and Ben, 
1 know you two would rather have a couple of pints of Tetley’s 
strong ale, but you must put up with this tipple of mine for once. 
Well — your vciy good health, all of you, and thanks lor a great 
last performance. Yes, it’s the last. But before I explain why, I 
want you to take these.' He began handing out pay envelopes. 
‘You’ll find tw'o weeks’ money in theie. \nd as soon as you've 
heard w’hat I have to say, Sam, you and Ben and Tewb\ had 
better go down and start packing up. Not you, Richard, 1 want 
you. But make suie e\erything’s ready to go, e.uly Monday 
morning, Sam, because I've an. urged lor a cartage company 
to call for it and then send it on to a warehouse m London, ready 
for when I sail. Because I'm going to America. It’s all fixed.’ 

The fi\e of us all began talking at once, but alter emptying 
Ills glass he told us to ktep quitt. I can still see him now: he 
was wearing a light suit and a dark crimson tie; and his face, 
like those of most at tors vrlio have just removed their make-up, 
s< erried pale and ratlu i shiny, so that his finer bl.uk eyebrows 
and glittering dark cyts wt h thrown into strong reltel. 

‘I'm going to America not just because they want me over 
there and arc ready to pay m< very' good money. \ou see, I 
don’t like this war. I don’t be h. ve in it. 1 think it i ever should 
have happened. But now it's started, we won’t be aide to stop 

it. So I’m going to America.’ lie looked at nrc. ‘Wlrat In 
going to say now, lad, doesn't apply' to you, se> don’t inlet nipt 
mc/l nodded, and, after gising me a quick grin, he turned to 
the other four. ‘I can’t take ym: people with me, for various 
good reasons. And I hate throwing you out of w'Oih — * 

‘And 1 should think so, Nick Ollanton,’ Doris blazed at 
him. ‘At a time like this too!’ 

‘You think it’s a bad time to be out of work, Doris?’ 

‘Of course I do. Not that J can’t manage — and I want to 
see what Archie’s up to —but I’m thinking about these three—’ 
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‘Doris, you’re wrong. Now listen, all of you. This isn’t going 
to be a bad time, it’s going to be a good time — I mean, to find 
jobs. Kitchener’s asking for a hundred thousand men. And he’ll 
get ’em. And another hundred thousand. And another and 
another. And they’ve already called up the regular reserves 
and the territorials. So what docs that mean? It means that in a 
few months they’re going to be desperately short of men — and 
women, if they’re ready to make munitions. Yes, Doris, they’ll 
be wanting you, if Archie can spare you. As for you two, Sam, 
Ben, you’re mechanics and you can’t go wrong. Next year at 
this time you’ll be earning three times the money I’ve been 
paying you.’ 

‘What about me, Mr Ollanton?’ said Tewby, his eyes dark 
with misery. ‘Tilings were very bad before you offered me this 
engagement.’ 

‘I’d forget the stage, if I were you, Tewby, unless of course 
you get a particularly good oiler. There are lots of jobs a little 
man can do as well as a bigger one — perhaps better. And 
hundreds of thousands of men can’t be taken out of civilian 
life without leaving vacancies behind 'em. People have got 
the wrong idea about tliis war; they tliink it’ll be over in a few 
months. But I know it won't. You’ll be wanted for something, 
Tewby, I promise you. And so will all of you. So get it out of 
your head I’m leaving you in the lurch, as they say. But I am 
leaving you — so this had better be Good-bye.’ He went round 
shaking hands. 

‘And I’d b< tter say Good-bye too,’ I said. 

‘That’s right, Richard lad— you had. But fill the glasses 
fust.' 

I did, and then followed Uncle Nick’s example. After I’d 
shaken hands with Sam and Ben, I said very softly: ‘Inspector 
Cr.ibb never made you admit that Barney didn’t leave early 
with you that night, did he?’ 

‘He went on at us long enough, Inspector did,’ said Sam. 
‘Obstinate sort o’ man, he was. But me and Ben’s just as 
obstinate. Hayes family’s famous for it.’ 

‘1 hat’s right,’ said Ben. It was one of the very few times I’d 
ever heard him say anything at all. And I never heard him say 
anything again. 

‘It’s been a great pleasure, Mr Herncastle,’ said Tewby 
gravely. ‘And if I do leave the stage — and I appreciate the 
force of Mr Ollanton’s argument — I’ll carry away with me a 
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very pleasant memory of this engagement. I still feel at times 
that I’m really Dr Ram Dass of Bombay.’ 

Then, when I grasped her hand, Doris broke out indignantly: 

‘ Seems to me I m crying half the time now. Must be softening 
of the brain. And now it’s kissing as well.’ And she pulled her 
hand away, flung her arms round me, and gave me a kind of 
angry kiss. 

‘And remember me to Archie, Doiis. I like Archie.’ 

‘I know. He gets round everybody — except possible custom- 
ers. Find yourself a nice girl, Dick. Not that it’ll be cosy. Most 
of 'em now aren't worth houseroom — idle little sluts!’ 

And that indignant uv was the last I heard from Doris tor 
about eight or nine yeais. 

Uncle Nick had his car and »\e diove out to the digs in 
silence. Champagne makes me feel lively for about ten minutes 
01 so and then leaves me feeling empty and melancholy. Now 
I felt sad. I had giown fond of Doiis and little Tewby, and if 
I didn’t fetl the same about Sam and Ben, aftei all I’d woiked 
with them month after month, in all kinds of places. And that 
night, bi tween us, we’d gi\en people a wonderful peii'oi inancc, 
which at least a few of them might remember for years. ‘Just 
listen to him,’ one of them might say. ‘Dad’s always going 
on about that Indian magician we saw at the Lmpiie, early in 
the war. Though it was a wonderful turn, I mast say. You 
don’t see anything like that now'.’ But I was in no position, 
as we shall see, to rc pi each Uncle Nick for bi caking up the 
act. 

We had supper alone, nobody else was staying there. Wc 
ate in a small back room- -I can see it now full of rubbed 
plush, some of it purple, som< of it a m< tallu green, and 
dominated by an enormous b..d picture — a genuine hand- 
painted oil, the landlady had told us, and a legacy fiom an 
uncle- of nicny cardinals toasting one another in rid ink. 
While we disposed of our cold lamb and salad and bilberry 
pie, we talked about Doris and Tewby, Sai 1 and Ben, and Uncle 
Nick went on to describe other p< oole who had woiked for him. 
But then when he lit a cigar and I my pipe, this rambling talk 
suddenly came to a halt. 

‘You must have guessed why I left you out of that talk in 
the dressing-room. I want you to come with me, lad. I’ve a 
forty-week contract with Keith over there, then I’m booked 
into the Palace, New York, for a month. It’ll be hard work on 
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the road — harder than it is here — longer hours, longer journeys 
— but it’ll be a great experience for you. It really is a New 
World, Richard. I don’t say it’s perfect. There’s plenty to 
find fault with over there. But it’ll grow and grow, get better 
and better, while Europe’s busy cutting its own throat. I’m 
not quite certain yet, but I think we’ll be sailing in the Lusitania 
in about ten days’ time.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Uncle Nick. You’ll have to go by yourself. I’m 
enlisting.’ 

‘You’re what V 

‘ Enlisting. Joining Kitchener’s Nt w Army.* 

He put his cigar down. ‘Lad — you must be out of your 
bloody mind. Army? Why should you go and join any army? 
I’ll give you a dozen good reasons why you shouldn’t. Now just 
give me one good reason why you should.’ 

‘It’s hard to explain,’ I began slowly. 

‘It’s impossible to explain, unless you’re going up the pole — 
barmy — ’ 

While he replaced his cigar and pulled hard at it, I hesitated. 

‘Well, go on lad,’ he shouted through the cigar smoke. ‘Go 
on. You must have something to say for yourself, however daft 
it is.’ 

I avoided meeting his dark glare, looked tow'ards the 
roisteiing cardinals, and then spoke hesitantly. ‘I don’t want 
to be a soldier. 1 wish there w'asn’t a war. And I don’t fed 
particularly patriotic. All this Kin,!’ and Country stuff and flag- 
w'aving doesn’t make me want to cheer.’ 

‘1 should hope not,’ Uncle Nick growled. ‘Lot of dogshit. 
But go on, go on.’ 

‘I know’, though, that if I went to America, I’d be miserable. 
I’d never be able to take my mind off it. I’d feel I’d run away 
from a challenge. It’s different for you— and I’m not blaming 
you for going — ’ 

‘Thanks very much. Bloody good of you, lad!’ 

‘ But I’m a young man — and 1 live here — and I feel I ought 
to take my chance, as so many others are doing,’ I ended lamely, 
partly because my decision, which was now fixed and firm, 
wasn’t entirely conscious and rational, but also because I felt 
I couldn’t tell him that tliis life with him now seem'd stale and 
sterile. I wasn’t joining the army to get away from the variety 
stage — it wasn’t as simple as that — but this wasn’t my life as 
it was his, and I had begun to feel that any nourishment it 
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might have offered me once, in spite of that very night's 
performance, had withered away. 

‘Now I'll talk,’ said Uncle Nick, a triumphant gleam in his 
eye. ‘And I know what I’m talking about. What you really 
believe, even if you don't say so, is what all these other silly 
buggers believe— that it's going to be a kind of picnic, a few 
months of marching and cheering and flag-waving, then Ger- 
many’ll be done for and you’ll be all back home, heroes with 
medals to show.’ 

‘No, 1 don't think — 5 

‘Just listen to me,’ he shouted. ‘And g< t this into your head, 
lad. I’m not like all these people. I've been to Germany. I've 
played Beilin, Hamburg, Munich, Frankfort— and I've kept 
my eyes and ears open. I know the Germans. They've built 
up a military machine that’ll make you lot look like so many 
tin soldiers. Tluy may take Paris- l don’t know — but what I 
do know is that they’re going to take a hell ol a lot of b< ating. 
All over in a few months! They’re all talking like school kids 
This war isn’t going to last months, it’s going to last years and 
years — and every year it'll get worse. You’re asking to be put 
into a bloody mincing mathine, lad You say you’ll feel miser- 
able in America. Well, 1 say it's nothing to the misery sou’ie 
going to feel in a seat's time oi the yeui alter tliat, il you live 
that long. That old Indian was right. We’ie in l'oi the biggest 
bloody massaeie of all time. And you can’t even wait lor them 
to fetch you.’ He was silent a moment, then changed his tone. 
‘I haven't treated you badly so far, have 1, lad? And I’d like 
to have you with me ovci there. Now come on, Richard, have 
a bit of sense.’ 

It was much haidci to resist ‘his lone than the other, but 
my mind was made up. T’rn soi.y, uncle, but -’ 

‘Oh — gotobuggery i ' he shouted, jumping up and striding out. 

He told ntc in the morning that I had only to say the woid 
and I could sail with him to New York. I told him that I 
wished I could but I vs as dt It i mined to c nlist. He said that if I 
changed my mind I could telephone Joe Bosenby. He was 
driving up to London and I helped him with his baggage. 
When all the stuff was in, wc stood near the car looking at each 
other in silence for a lew moments. The street was very quiet; 
it was a warm and sleepy Sunday morning. V\ c shook hands and 
then I watched him drive away. 

I never set eyes on him again. 
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*4 


This is an account of my life on the variety stage, which came 
to an end on Saturday, 29th August, 1914. So I may seem to be 
cheating if I go on to say that I joined the army — the West 
Yorks, as I happened to be in Leeds — on Monday the 31st. 
But I have to pass through two months of army life to arrive 
at the point, sharp and decisive and glittering with magic 
that seems to me — and I don’t care if nobody agrees with me — 
to maik the real end of my story. 

We slept for a week in a disused skating rink, along with 
various old tramps slipping in late, looking for a free doss, so 
that after a few nights there were lice about. This was my first 
but by no means my last acquaintance with the louse, whose 
pasture we were in the trenches. Then we were moved to an 
enormous camp in Surrey, where twelve of us shared each bell 
tent. (Out of our twelve, only three of us still survived, two 
years later.) This tent life wasn’t too bad during the warm and 
dry September, but when we were into the second half of 
October, and it rained and it rained, we led a miserable 
existence. Wc were dressed in makeshift uniforms of blue serge 
or something similar, and wore forage caps that began to shed 
their blue dye as soon as they were wet. We looked — and 
almost felt — like convicts. They drilled us and yelled at us 
from eaily morning until dusk, after which we limped to the 
canteen and argued noisily about nothing and stupefied our- 
selves with pint after pint of beer. I had braced myself for 
heroism; I was ready, 1 felt, to face shot and shell and possible 
cavalry charges; what I hadn’t bargained for was this convict- 
uniform, beer and backache existence under dripping canvas 
in Surrey. By the end of October I was looking back on my 
life with Uncle Nick, who had vanished without another word, 
as if it had been a series of splendid but now tantalising dreams. 
By this time, just to take shelter in one of those Empires, to sit 
in a plush stall and smoke a pipe, would be to reach a peak of 
luxurious idle living. 

One of the few solid buildings among our acres of canvas 
was a large Recreation Hall, w'here we occasionally watched 
films or tried to enjoy various entertainments that 1 wouldn’t 
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have been found dead at, a few months before. But then it 
■was announced that on the evening of Sunday, 25 th October, 
we were to be given a special treat, some West End performers 
coming down to entertain us. The older men, many of them 
former regulars, still preferred arguments, anecdotes and beer, 
but the rest of us, after queuing up in the rain, charged in to 
fill the benches behind the rows of chairs occupied by the 
officers. And before the performance began, there must have 
been two or three hundred men packed into the standing room 
at the back. I thought I was lucky, having a seat, though as it 
turned out, I wasn’t. There was a stage of sorts, with a curtain, 
and even an attempt at an orihcstia- piano, two fiddles, a 
double bass, a saxophone, a ti limpet, and drums. They weic a 
cratch lot but they began making musii that sounded wonder- 
ful, coming out of a lost gaietv, alter the bugle c.ills among the 
chipping tents and the mud. I thought it was this music , taking 
me back to our Empires, that was responsible lor the excite- 
ment churning and foaming in me and also thought, with a 
touch of self-contempt, how little it took now to make me feel 
almost light-headed -but afterwards I tealised that this was 
all wioug, that on this as on other important occasions what 
was to happen could throw’ not only its shadows but also its 
lisrht in advance of itself. 

Our sccond-in-command- ‘I he Mnjah’ we c died him - 
oldish and an ex-regular ofliccr but willowy and astoundmgly 
elegant in our peasants’ eyes came in bout of the curtain to 
tell us how fortunate we were and how \eiy kind the* talented 
West End performeis wc ■ and how we were all about to enjoy 
a jolly good show. The ofhceis clapped, we on the benches 
stamped our feet, and the packed mob at the 1 back whistled. 
It’s not easy to suggest a miatute >f enthusiasm sceptic ism and 
dexision in whistles, but those chaps managed it. 'I he major 
looked as if he was about to say sonic thing c 1st - he often looke d 
as if he was about to say something else, and probably 
always would — arid then saunteicd ofl. flic band, now con- 
ducted by a young man who seemed to think he was at the 
Queen’s Hall with the London Symphony, staited up again. 
And if that young man was rxeited, I was much worse, with 
even less reason for it than he had. 

Well, there w’as a baiitone and ‘Drake’s Drum’; there was a 
soprano, who might ha\e been Iris Hampton’., sister, and the 
Waltz Song from Tom Joney ; there was a comedian with a 
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comedienne and one of those energetic-miming duets from a 
musical comedy; there was another comedian, on his own, all 
guffaws, patter and sweat; there was an American woman, the 
ragtime star of a revue, with an enormous mouth, a hoarse 
voice, and snapping fingers; and then there was an old-young 
man with wavy hair singing a catchy duct with an exceedingly 
pretty, rather short, fair girl. But she wasn’t any pretty, rather 
short, fair girl. She was Nancy Ellis. And as soon as they had 
taken their call, I was trying to find, to push, to fight, my way 
out. It wasn’t that I coolly made up my mind to see her, to 
speak to her. It was just a huge blind impulse that made me 
push and shove and fight to reach her. That she mightn’t want 
to sec me never occurred to me. I was far beyond any reasonable 
considerations, and if I hadn’t been I’d never have got to her. 

It was bad enough getting out of the building, but it was 
far worse trying to get in again, this time through the bark 
entrance, serving as a stage door. It was raining hard now, and 
I was soon soaked and knew that my face must be stieaked 
with that damnable blue dye. There were two military police 
round at the back there, two well-wrapped-up detestable 
‘icdtaps’, and as soon as they saw me they told me to piuh 
olf. But there were some ears there too, probably waiting to 
take the performers back to the West End, which now, in mv 
miserable condition, I saw as something unimaginably lich, 
luxurious, magnificent; and I used these cats to dodge out ol 
sight of the police and then to watch the lighted open doorw as , 
to see if I might have a chance of nipping in there. Time passed; 
the rain never stopped: but at last the tw'o police moved awa\, 
probably to have a smoke where they wouldn’t be seen. This 
was my chance, and 1 leapt at it, racing across to the open 
door. It led to a short corridor, which turned a corner at the 
end. Nobody was about but I thought I could hear voices 
coming from round the corner, so I ventured a quick peep and 
saw a good many people bustling about or loitering backstage, 
among them several officers. I went back to the exit, and then, 
noticing that the door opened inward, I got behind it. This 
corridor must have been recently added to the main brick 
building; it was made of the same kind of wood they were 
using for the big army huts that were just going up; and behind 
the door there was such a smell of wet sawdust and creosote 
that I kept wanting to sneeze. Rain was driving in or leaking 
through several knotholes. I w'as already soaked through; 
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I could feel cold rivulets down my back; I began soon to be 
threatened by cramp. But I could see without being seen, and 
I knew that Nano would ha\e to come out this way. 

Sometimes with the two nuhtaiy point men within a few 
feet of me, I was bthmd that door foi the longest hour theie 
can e\ cr ha\ c been. And 1 doubt if m tht fifes y t ai s since the n, 
I have ever entertd a ncwlv-built hut oi bten neai some kinds 
of freshly-sawn wood without suddtnh icc ailing, with that 
sharpness w hich smt 11s bring, that long long hour behind tht door. 

Then, bt cause the entertuiunent was o\er, everything 
happened almost at once. OlTittis came in horn outside', 
hoping to meet the gills, ofliceis tame ltmnd the e oiner, 
tstoitmg the peifonntis, mv toiiitloi was suddtnh filled with 
bodies, sniokt and b dibit I v is fi ding dtspe iate now X inev, 
easily hideltn, might lomt anti go without ins eatilunp t\en 
a ghmpsi of her. I litastd, jiushtd, shoved mvsell i to the 
eon id or. 

‘What the dt\il uc sou doing, mm’* 

‘Sorrv, sir,’ T muttered to tlu lnutmant. ‘Uigent mtssige 
lur C iptun Slot mn ’ 1 pusln d just two oi tlui e of them, ind 
then in ti out a w iy w i eli mcl lot (lit i igtnnt ejuttn, a big 
worn m, md out M i) iL , ind when this lmjiKSSivt pan 
jusstd In, tins It ft hi hitul them a sjn< e into which 1 (lain cl 
l wo e ajilains tame imii d tin cotin i me* between the in, not 
smiling, looki g st nous, il most s id, w is \ mey 

W\ hi ut went loekelmg ne' lx Ion I km w whit cist w is 
Iii])j)cmng I lit aid nnsdl tivingouf toiler. Nancy Xaricy’’ 
Sow look In tt o o' tn< < »pt nos httrui 
‘Oh bt quiet ’ X mc\ li id stopped to sun it tin . (lit blue- 
dyed sodden comic t 

‘Xante, it’s me Ditk I Tt me isth 1 

‘Dick Dick - ’ \nd du i in it nn and then she w is kis >ng 
nn and tr\mg <o 1 nigh melt tv (tin sunt tune. 

‘Know e n h otln i obviouslv,’ s ud on' e ipt ti i 
‘Chute , b it t i in shouldn ( be li re r i cl the othe t. 

‘Oh do shut up,’ sue! Xan v i hi a sht looki d at me, 
reads to lnigh and ciy again Oh — D.ck -darling you 
look so aw ful— ’ 

‘I know I do. 5 And then- mtl to hell with the captains — 
‘I love sou.’ 

‘I love you too.’ \nd slit said it is if she n cant it for ever. 
And she did and so did 1. 
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EPILOGUE 


by J.B.P. 

In spite of my protests, Hcrncastle had refused to add any- 
thing to round oil' his story — he could be very obstinate- 
but he did agree that vve should meet one afternoon for a final 
discussion. This was easy because 1 was in London and he and 
his wife were staying with their daughter and granddaughter 
up in Hampstead. This daughter Anne, Mrs Try ford, was a 
widow; she had been a civil servant lor many years, and was 
now an assistant secretary at the board of Trade. This is all 
I know about her because in fact we never met. Her daughter, 
Meg Trvford, was a teenage art student, and, as I knew Oeli.re 
I went to Hampstead, was Herneastle’s darling. His arthritis 
was better than it had been when we met in Askiigg, and lie 
was able without much trouble to let me in and show me 
upstairs to a first-floor sitting-room. It had a fine bow win- 
dow, three rows of white bookshelvt s running round the 
walls, several coloured lithographs by Vuillard and Bonnard, 
which Hcrncastle told me he had bought in Paris, bcfbte 
the w'ar, for about twenty-five shillings each (they’re asking 
about seventy-five pounds for them now), and three of his 
own watercolours, which I admired before we sat down to 
talk. 

‘My wale and Meg are out shopping somewhcie,’ he told me. 
‘But they said they’d be back >y teatime. I have to keep 
reminding myself that you’ve never yet set eves on Nancy. 

‘No, and that’s the first point l want to make,’ I said firmly. 
‘Because you refuse to add anything, the reader will be lift 
up in the air, wondering why this girl who never answered 
your letters threw herself into your arms • ’ 

‘I know, I know. But — look— < T'*’1J be back soon, so why 
don’t we wait to argue about that? Next point.’ 

‘It’s about what happened to people, Richard I stopped 
because he laughed. ‘What’s the matter?’ 
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‘ Sorry, J.B., but the way you said that, calling me Richard 
too, you reminded me of Uncle Nick.’ 

‘And he’s very much one of the people we want to know 
about. You see, here and there — with Ricarlo, for example — 
you jump out of that past to tell us what happened to them. 
But with most of your people, you don’t; you leave us wonder- 
ing. About l hide Nick, for instance.’ 

‘Yes. Yes, yes. Quite so.’ Herncastle was lighting his pipe. 
‘And we might as well have him out of the way bcfoie Nancy 
gets hack. She never liked him. Couldn’t stand him at any 
price. Though she’s had to admit we owe him something. 
What he finally did made a great difference to me.' He puffed 
away, ruminating, and I didn’t hurry him. We old buffi rs and 
puffers know how to take our time. 

‘Well then, Uncle Nick. He was of course disgusted with 
me. And not just because I was enlisting. I think he’d really 
looked foiward to having me with him in Ameiica. So he 
didn't waite often, and of course in the wai he never knew 
where 1 was, so he’d write to me care of iny Aunt Mary— his 
sister. He stayed out there, never came ba< k, not even lor a 
visit. But in i <) 1 7 he left the stage 1 and went into business, with 
an American friend, at Dayton, Ohio. They manufactured 
some little sighting device for machine-gun' in aeroplanes. He 
got a divorce from his wile he-rc and then lie married his part- 
ner’s cousin -a widow, quite xxell oil, I believe. He died quite 
suddenly -heart attack in 1 1 ». By that time he was a 
dollar millionaire. He left me twenty-five thousand dollars, 
which is why I said Nancy 'd had to admit we owed him some- 
thing. With that money, enough to live on for some years, 1 
was able to stop teaching art and produce some of my own. 
It made all the difference to us. His widow paid us a visit 
when she was touring Europe, hut she didn't think much of us 
- and we weren't mad about her. 1 saw an American illusionist 
at the Palladium who did the Box trick, 7 he Riuil Magicians, 
The I 'anishmg Chchst and my Magic Painting — he must have 
bought them from Unde Nick — but he was nothing like as 
impressive, at least to me he wasn’t. Apart from Da. id Devant, 
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Uncle Nick was just about as good as anybody there was. But 
he wasn’t a happy man, never could be. He got nothing from 
Woman, nothing from Art, nothing where a man’s experience 
can be richest, most satisfying. In a sense you might say 1 learnt 
a lot in reverse from him.’ He pulled away, without a word, lor 
some moments. ‘Uncle Nick — ves. I may h a\ e given an impres- 
sion towards the end that we liked each other a lot less than we 
actually did. There was some real aflection then* on both sides.’ 

I waited, but when it was obvious he didn't want to say 
anv thing rise, I said: "By the wav, time’s something I foigot 
to till you eailier, Riihaxd. In the eailiei lo-ros, I oiteti spent 
a winter afternoon, between spells of liaid wotk, at the 
Coliseum. And 1 remember quits elrailv suing youi friends, 
the Amciican (omits, Jennings and Johnson, at the Cohstum. 
r l hey vv< re very funny.’ 

‘I saw them too when they were ovei that time. And I 
wtnl behind to have a drink with them. But 1 don’t think they 
< v ( i tame bat k again, and I \ i no irh a w hat happem d to them. 
\ou know, J.B., tin tumble with thu kind ol t.ilk all about 
what happened to people -is that at out ave it can turn veiy 
md.mchoh. You’ll be asking next about Julie Blanc. And she’s 
one to get lid of bdoic Nancv joins us. Nancy isn t nartow- 
ltundcd but she thinks what l wiote about Julie is doumns,ht 
disqustmu. I don’t ague. I had to cove an honest arc ount of 
what happened and what I thought and felt at the time. 
Anyhow , the te isn’t mur h to be said about J uhe. She came bae k 
fiom South Afiin, after a couph ol >ears oi so, got one or two 
good paits in the West laid, a id then she died in the ’lhi 
epidemic in iqi8. I wouldn’t have known if Nan y hadn’t 
sent me a little newspaper cutting about it. She hadn’t muth 
luck, poor Julie .' 

‘No — and Tommy Be ainish didn't have much lurk, Richard. 
I remember him very well before the 1 nst War, arid I agree 
with )ou— hr was a wonderful coni'*. 'Ihen 1 forgot about him 
until 1 saw a paragraph in the Manchester Guardian. That was 
some time in the later 1920s, and he’d just died. I got the 
impression he’d been some years in a mental home.’ 
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‘He had — poor devil!’ said Herncastle. ‘He must have been 
about to crack up that spring in 1914, though he did some 
touring during the war — off and on.’ 

‘And what about Cissie Mapes?’ 

‘I saw her again— just once. It was in 1916. I’d come home 
on leave and I wasn’t meeting Nancy until the next day: 
She was working in a hospital then, down in Hampshire, and 
she usually managed to get a bit of leave when I had mine. So 
I was on my own this first night anu I decided to go to the 
second house at the Victoria Palace. I was early so I went for a 
drink to one of the big flashy pubs round there, full of tarts and 
chaps looking for them. Well, 1 was standing at the bar and 
there, further along, was Cissie with another woman. And 
they’d enough slapdash make-up on to stop a horse. So this 
was it. Hadn’t Inspector Crabb told me that Cissie would be on 
the streets not so long after she’d left us.'* Then she saw me — 
stared — then recognised me and came hurrying round before I 
could make a move. And Crabb had been wrong and I’d just 
been wrong. She was in a munitions faetorv, somewhere in 
north-east London- -woiking very hard and earning good 
money — and she was going to man y a set grant in the Machine- 
gun Corps next time he got leave -and she and her friend wrre 
having a night out. So of course I joined them and told Cissie 
my newss — she was delighted about Nancy — and we talked 
about Uncle Nick. Sbc gave me hei address but 1 lost it, to- 
gether with a lot ol stuff, next time 1 was up in the line. And 
I never saw 1i*t or heard anything about hot again. 1 can only 
hope she married her sergeant and he survived.’ 

‘Well, as another old infantr>man, Richard, my experience 
was that the Macliine-gim Coips often survived when w'e 
didn’t. By the way, I don’t think I told you, when we were 
roricspondiug, that I well remember Lily Farris as a boring 
star turn. But that was before the First War. Indeed, I’d for- 
gotten her until vnu wrote about her.’ 

‘All I know about her is that towards the end of the First 
War, Mergen died — he was never interned — and then she 
went out to Australia and never came back. But what she did 
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out there, I don’t know. And I must say, I don’t care. Of 
course she must be dead now.’ 

‘I’ll bet everybody’s dead.’ The speaker had arrived before 
we had noticed her. Herncastlc hastily introduced us. I felt at 
once that this brisk little elderly woman, white-haired and 
lined but lively-eyed and quick and decisive in her movements, 
could easily be the Nancy he had described, alter fifty years of 
satisfying experience. 

‘You’re having one of those miserable What-beeame-of 
conversations, aren't you? Well, I won't stop you — not yet. 
I’ll make tea.’ 

‘Where’s Meg?’ said Herncastlc. 

‘I left her at the corner shop, taking a free look at some art 
books. She’ll be back soon, though she won't want auv tea. 
Doesn’t like it. Ihey don’t like anything we’ve always liked, 
these girls. Just to show their independence.’ And out she went. 

‘Thcie was somebody else,’ 1 began slowly. ‘Oh— yes, the 
Tingleys. You wrote that >ou and Doris and, I think, your 
uncle were all wrong about Arcliie Tingle y, then left it at 
that. What happened?’ 

Tie was right and we were all wrong. Once he got into 
films — distributing, not producing tlum —there was no stop- 
ping him. He’d something vaguely wrong with liim, so he was 
never called up, and as films became nroie and more popular, 
he shot up with them. Towards the end of my time at the Slade 
— 1 got an ex-officers’ giant to go tin r< -about 1922 it must 
have been, 1 lan into them and then the y took me to the Savoy 
in a whacking gicat Rolls. He made a fortune, Archie did. 
But I never could help feeling that Doiis would Lave been 
happier if he hadn’t Thcy’ie still alive -in their eighties, 
living in Bermuda. And they’ve got several pictures of mine 
out there that I'd like to take another look at— and they’ve 
asked us to stay, but wc can't afloid the fares and I’m not 
going to let Archie pay them. So time it is.’ 

‘And here this is,’ said his wife, corning in behind a tea 
tiolley. And we talked about anything and nothing, as people 
usually do, while plates and cups were being passed. But when 
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we had settled down, Herncastle looked at me, with a grin 
somewhere behind his moustache and beard. ‘Now, J.B., just 
tell Nancy what you said to me when we first began talking — 1 
mean, about the reader being left up in the air — you re- 
member? * 

‘ 1 told your husband that because he refuses to add anything 
to that final scene, at the camp, the reader will be left in the air, 
wondering why you, who never answered his letters, im- 
mediately threw yourself into his arms/ 

‘When 1 heard him calling my name — and I saw him 
standing there, in that awful uniform, I knew' — in a flash — I 
loved him/ 

‘Yes, I can understand that. And I realise you were attracted 
to him from the first, perhaps half in love with him — ’ 

‘ More than half/ 

‘Yes. But what I can't understand is why you never wrote to 
him/ 

‘As a matter of fact, I did, as soon as the war began. But it 
miscarried somehow. That was always happening when you 
were on the stage. 1 didn’t vviiie eatlier because, in those days, 
1 was a bit too proud, a bit too hard. 1 felt I was falling for him 
too soon and too easily. He was very attt active- -you wouldn’t 
think so to look at him now, w'ould you? — No, be quiet, Dick - 
and I could sec all the other women were interested in him. Well, 
then we had that silly little quarrel, when I was leaving to go 
into pantomime, but 1 was longing and longing for him to 
come to Plymouth and make it up. But then his precious Julie 
Blanc told me they were having an affair, and I thought, Oh 
well, he’s just another of that sort. Then he wrote, and I began 
to wonder. But 1 wouldn’t let myself w r ritc back, though I 
spent hours making up letters I never wiote. Then I decided 
I’d just wail. If he was really sciious, he’d keep on writing. If 
he wasn’t, then he wouldn’t. I was testing him. Yes, I know 
what you’re going to say — ’ 

‘Well, I don’t,’ 1 said hastily. 

‘ It was the look in your eye. Yes, for a girl of eighteen, more 
than half in love with a boy, I was being very severe. But as 
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I’ve already said, I was a bit too proud, a bit too hard. I’d 
spent too much time among people who were just the opposite. 
Sloppy people with no pride in themselves. Naughty spouy 
gills and jolly old pals. Half-plasteicd sentimentalists. Soakers 
and spongers. I don't say Susie and Bob weie as bad as that — 
you remember them in Dick's book;* ’ 

'Yes. What became of them?’ 

‘I'll tell you. But don't let us stait that again. Bob joined up 
but just sat in a fort up in Scotland. 'I hey cat lied ou alter the 
war- -conceit parties, pantos, newer reallv getting anywhere - 
so then, about 1930, they chucked it, and ran an hotel in South 
Devon. All right, Dick, don’t interrupt, 1 A. wore it was awlul. 
Bob died during the Second War -and Susie about ten \eais 
ago. She never really forgave me for leaving the stage, which 
I did at the end of rqi}. -in a big success too. She’d all the 
ambition and I’d what little talent the lartuly had. 1 could 
alwavs do what they wanted me to do, and do it w*U, but 1 
hated doing it. I never wanted to be on the stage. And in a 
way — ’ She hesitated, then looked at lit 1 husband. ‘I’ve never 
told you this, Dick, but now that j.B. is hu** and you’re talkrng 
about the book, I’ll say it.’ 

‘If he can take it, 1 can, my love,’ said Heine astlt. 

‘All light then. In a way,’ she said to tin, scowling as lit m- 
eastle had described her doing, ldtv ytais be lore, ‘I ntav have 
been a bad influence on this book of ln-> 

* Nonsense!’ 

‘Be quiet, Diik. You see, we h idn’t talked about out stage 
life for yens -hadn’t thought about it after all, it s agt s ago 
and it didn't last long. But tin 11 of course l)u k began remt min 1- 
ing, and began talking it ovu with me. And because l*d leally 
hated it, I think that, without m< aning to, 1 may have in- 
fluenced him to darken lus pic tme o 1 it. You know, everybody 
thinks of the old music halls being so gay and jolly, hearts of 
gold everywhere, all what-is-it -go to and wonderful talent, 
audiences laughing and erving tluii heads olf- even Meg 
believes all that — and the last time - l read what Dick had 
written, I could see he hadn't made it like that at all, and that 
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may have been partly my doing, and people don’t like having 
their illusions disturbed — ’ She stopped to take a long breath. 

* I put down as best I could exactly what I saw and thought 
and felt,’ said Herncastle carefully to both of us. ‘My belief 
is that by if) 13, when it was organised like big business, the 
variety stage was already well on the decline. It wasn’t any 
longer a kind of explosion of popular talent. That was already 
going into films. Like Chaplin and Stan Laurel and the rest 
of ’em. Even so, I wish you could have seen Nancy here as I 
first saw her.’ 

‘Oh —don’t start that, Dick — ’ 

‘Just a minute.’ He held up his hand. We could hear from 
above the thumping of an implacable rhythm. ‘That’s Meg 
playing her gramophone. Let’s take a quiet peep at her. It 
might give > ou some idea.’ 

‘lie means she’s vuy like me as I was then. It’s queer how 
resemblances jump a generation. Anne, her mother, isn’t a bit 
like me, but l can see that Meg is.’ 

Very slowly and stealthily we climbed to the floor above. 
Some idiot pop tune came battering and booming at us. The 
door was half open. We crept nearer and neater to it, and 
tin n took by turns our quiet peep. 1 saw a teenage girl dressed 
m a black sweater and bleached jeans, capeting happily 
in liont of the gramophone. She was fair, with shoit ciisp 
unis, smallish with a rather squaie face but untommonh 
atti active. She never heard us. She was capeting in some othei 
and happier place, another planet perhaps. We crept down- 
staiis, feeling a thousand years ort our backs. 

‘Yes,’ said Herncastle when we could talk again, ‘that’s 
.Vim \ as she was -all over again.’ 

‘Except that the clothes and the music are different,’ said 
his wile, with something like a sigh. 

I felt I had to say something. ‘The clothes and the music 
ate always diflerent, aren’t they?’ 

No doubt I could have been wiser or wittier; but let’s leave 
it at that. 
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